
28     Xin jian g:  C hina’s  C entral A sia The Land and its  People    29

The Land and iTs PeoPLe

he enormous area today known as the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region (commonly 
referred to simply as Xinjiang) came to the attention of the wider world more than two 
millennia ago with the rise of the various trading routes collectively known as the “Silk 

Road”, a major section of which crossed its barren wastelands, skirted its hellish deserts, and hugged 
the foothills of its majestic mountain ranges, bridging the distant power centres of a newly unified 
China and the expansive Roman empire. 

Known in those times simply as the “Western Regions” by the nascent Han Dynasty, 
Xinjiang was initially considered to be nothing more than a vast wilderness populated mainly 
by unsophisticated barbarians, but this errant view was soon amended as explorers, soldiers and 
merchants began to blaze a trail into the west, discovering that fertile oases around the desert edges 
had already been peopled from the east, and these complex communities paid tribute to powerful 
nomadic tribes populating huge swathes of lush grassland in the north.

Over the centuries these nomadic peoples and city-states were subject to both religious and 
economic influences from India, Greece, Persia and, of course, China, resulting in a land that today 
is rich with archaeological and cultural treasures. But after the decline of the fabled land routes 
between Asia and the West, Xinjiang faded from global consciousness until the turn of the 20th 
century brought new explorers and newfound interest.

However, modern Xinjiang’s appeal encompasses much more than its Silk Road legacy, rich 
and fascinating though that is. Occupying one-sixth of China’s territory, it is home to 13 distinct 
nationalities (including the Han), one of the world’s harshest but most bewitching desert regions, 
lush oases producing a cornucopia of delectable fruits and nuts, and a selection of little-explored 
mountain ranges to delight the most seasoned traveller. 

Geographical comparisons clearly illustrate Xinjiang’s immense dimensions: occupying 1.66 
million square kilometres (more than 600,000 square miles), it is larger than Alaska and well over 
twice the size of Texas, while in European terms you could fit France, Germany, Spain and the UK 
into its borders with space to spare. Xinjiang’s international borders include – from northeast to 
southeast – Mongolia, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India, 
a total boundary line stretching 5,600 kilometres (3,480 miles); its domestic borders are also lengthy, 
abutting on the Tibet Autonomous Region and the provinces of Qinghai and Gansu. 

This is a region of stunning contrasts, ranging from the Turpan Depression, the lowest point in 
China, to some of the highest in the Tien Shan, or Heavenly Mountains. Xinjiang’s many natural sights 
offer pine-studded mountain pastures, wind-rippled sand dunes, icy jagged peaks, pocked limestone 
pinnacles, and clear-blue fresh- and saltwater lakes. This geographical diversity in turn plays host to 

A magnificent specimen of Xinjiang’s most iconic animal, the doughty Bactrian camel, at the Uryhe Ghost City (Jeremy Tredinnick).
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an array of cultures, from the pastoral nomadism of the northern grasslands of the Junggar Basin 
to the prosperous agricultural oases of the south that surround the fearsome Taklamakan Desert, 
which in Uygur translates as “enter and never return”. The infamous Taklamakan has been feared 
and cursed by travellers for more than 2,000 years. In his book Chinese Central Asia Sir Clarmont 
Skrine, British consul-general at Kashgar in the 1920s, described it thus: 

To the north in the clear dawn the view is inexpressively awe-inspiring and sinister. The yellow 
dunes of the Taklamakan, like the giant waves of a petrified ocean, extend in countless myriads to 
a far horizon with, here and there, an extra large sand-hill, a king dune as it were, towering above 
his fellows. They seem to clamour silently, those dunes, for travellers to engulf, for whole caravans 
to swallow up as they have swallowed up so many in the past.

But in truth it was the extreme nature of this reputation, the hidden possibilities of its lost cities and 
the romantic image of its necklace of lush, shady oases that first drew adventurers and explorers, 
then appealed to a new wave of travellers in the latter half of the 20th century: tourists. 

They came predominantly to visit the sites of the “Silk Road”, a term created in the 1870s by the 
German geographer Ferdinand von Richthofen, which conveniently categorizes what was perhaps 
the greatest East–West trade route and conduit for cross-cultural exchange the world has ever seen, 
but which is essentially a misnomer in both its parts, for there was never one single “road” – rather 
a multitude of shifting trails that crisscrossed the territory of modern Xinjiang – and although silk 
was certainly an important and precious trade product, it was but one of myriad commodities that 
were transported between kingdoms, as well as the arguably far more important abstract concepts 
of religious and cultural beliefs. 

As Xinjiang’s greater potential has been realized – its pristine mountain splendour, wealth 
of natural resources and rich cultural legacy – it has begun to develop along international lines: 
its urban centres are growing fast, fuelled by an influx of migrant workers from the east; industry 
and agriculture is booming as exploitation of mineral deposits is ramped up and land is opened to 
farming through increased irrigation; and both adventure and cultural tourism is being promoted by 
the private and government sectors. 

injiang’s population now stands at more than 20 million, and will in all likelihood continue 
to grow at above national averages. With all this change come the same risks and concerns 
to be seen in multicultural regions undergoing rapid development throughout the world. 

There are as many different views of Xinjiang’s potential, its problems and the course of its future as 
there were trading routes through its trackless sands and mountain passes during its early heyday. 
This book does not seek to provide a comprehensive insight into the realities of Xinjiang’s social 
and political landscape; those wanting to study these aspects of this most fascinating and complex 
region are advised to use the Internet as well as the plethora of print publications available (see the 
Recommended Reading section for a starter’s list).

The focus of this guidebook is to take the reader on a journey that crosses mountain and desert, 
moves from city skyscraper to rug-strewn yurt, enters mosque, temple and natural forest cathedral, 
embraces encounters with nomadic herdsmen, wily market carpet-sellers and serene pilgrims, all the 
while highlighting the breadth and depth of the experience awaiting the intrepid traveller. In essence, 
Xinjiang still offers today what it did 2,000 years ago: a chance for adventurous souls to explore a 
faraway land filled with natural and man-made wonders.

GeoGraPhy: ToPoGraPhy & Trade rouTes       — By Raynor Shaw

he defining characteristics of any geographical region are primarily a function of its 
underlying geology – which determines the topography and soils – and of its latitude, 
which (together with the topography) determines the climate and vegetation. These 

factors influence the distribution of population through their control of a number of vital features: 
the availability (springs and rivers) or lack (rain shadow or continental deserts) of water resources; 
the dimensions of rivers and their valleys (water and land routes); the character of river or mountain 
crossing points (fords and passes); the extent and fertility of arable and grazing land (favourable 
topography and suitable soils); and the location of settlement sites and defensive positions (level 
areas and natural fortresses). Together, these factors control the settlement patterns and population 
density of a region, which constitute the markets that determine the trade routes within and through 
that region.

PhysicaL FeaTures and cLimaTe 
Most of China’s mountain ranges, and hence the intervening valleys and their rivers, are oriented east 
to west, clearly favouring east-west travel along the grain of the topography. This is especially true 
of Xinjiang: the cloud-enveloped peaks of the Tien Shan, the Heavenly Mountains, are aligned in 
parallel ranges that strike across the centre of the region, separating the Junggar Basin (to the north) 
from the Tarim Basin (to the south). During the Early Palaeozoic period, about 500 million years ago, 
the sites of the Junggar and Tarim basins were the only landmass in the area that is now Xinjiang, the 
remainder of the region being covered by a sea. Later earth movements compressed the area, folding 
the marine sediments and creating belts of mountains adjacent to the former landmass. 

Today, the Tien Shan is 250–300 kilometres wide, and generally between 3,000 to 5,000 
metres above sea level (a.s.l.). The highest peaks, which exceed 7,000 metres a.s.l., are located in 
the west near China’s border with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, while the range declines in altitude 
towards the east, finally disappearing into the desert northeast of Hami. Enclosed within its spur 
ranges are the Ili Valley – exceptionally fertile because of abundant water and mineral-rich soils, 
but isolated from the rest of Xinjiang by the very mountains that nurture it – and the Turpan 
(Turfan) and Hami depressions in the east. Air currents from the Arctic Ocean deposit rainfall 
preferentially on the northern and western slopes of the Tien Shan, which are important pastoral 
larger Aksu oasis region on the desert’s northern rim (the green corridor of the Yarkand River is farther west). Bosten Lake can just be seen 
beneath cloud cover in the upper right of the image, with Issyk-Kul in Kyrgyzstan in the upper left, on the northern side of the Tien Shan 
(Image courtesy of Jeff Schmaltz/NASA).

Previous pages: A NASA MODIS Aqua satellite image of the Tarim Basin shows a massive dust storm sweeping across the western 
Taklamakan in the Qiemo region. The thin line of the Hotan River can be seen crossing the desert from the southern oasis of Hotan to the
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areas. In contrast, the southern slopes, which are in the rain shadow, are much drier. Consequently, 
the Turpan and Hami depressions are arid. Due to the province’s hot and dry continental climate, 
the living conditions are very harsh.

The Turpan Depression, a 50,000-square-kilometre downfaulted geological block, is enclosed 
on all sides by branches of the Tien Shan. Surrounding the basin, the impressive peaks of the Bogda 
Shan rise to 5,400 metres a.s.l. to the north, while the smaller 1,500-metre ridges of the Kuruk 
Tagh border it to the south. These summits contrast with the surface of Aiding Lake in the basin’s 
midst, which at 154 metres below sea level is the lowest point in China. The red sandstone “Bogda 
Mountains” run parallel to the main range as a barren ridge of deeply eroded hills approximately 
100 kilometres long but an average of only nine kilometres wide. These are the fabled “Flaming 
Mountains” of historical texts. 

emperatures in the basin are extreme – it is the hottest place in the country, often 
known as the “oasis of fire”. The mean annual summer temperature is above 30˚C, and a 
record high of 47.6˚C was recorded in 1953. Annual precipitation is only 25 millimetres 

– thunder and lightning do occur, but rain evaporates before it reaches the ground. Rivers are small 
and short, and most seep into the ground; consequently, subterranean water is plentiful and is used 
for irrigation through karez, underground channels that support crops of wheat, cotton, melons, 
seedless grapes and other fruits.

North of the Tien Shan lies the broadly triangular Junggar (Dzungarian) Basin, with the 
Gurbantunggut (Kurban-Tungut) Desert occupying the floor of the basin. The 2,000-metre-high 
mountains of the Tarbagatai range rise on the western edge of the basin, with several lakes at their 
foot. The Junggar Basin terminates to the north at the Altai Mountains, which are generally over 
3,000 metres a.s.l. in the northwest, but decline in height towards Mongolia in the southeast. There 
are few rivers in the basin, the largest being the Irtysh River that flows along the foothills of the 
Altai Mountains, and is the only river in China to empty into the Arctic Ocean. Air masses from 
the northwest penetrate the basin through several passes, which results in an annual precipitation 
of between 150–300 millimetres. These moist air currents deposit more rainfall in the northwest 
reaches of the mountains – which are covered with lush coniferous forests and meadows – than at 
the southeast end, which supports vast grasslands. The Junggar Basin is significantly colder than the 
Tarim Basin to the south, being subjected to cold northwest winds in winter.

South of the Tien Shan lies the irregular, diamond-shaped Tarim Basin. China’s largest inland 
basin, it is 1,500 kilometres from west to east and 600 kilometres from north to south, with an 
area of 530,000 square kilometres and an average elevation of 1,000 metres a.s.l. The Tarim Basin 
is bordered by the Kunlun Mountains to the south, and the Pamirs to the west, which together 
exclude oceanic moisture and create an arid climate. Thus, the outer edge of the basin receives only 
50–100 millimetres of rainfall, which drops to a paltry 10 millimetres in the centre. The result is a 

series of concentric belts, comprising the outer ring of mountains (the snow-capped peaks of the 
Tien Shan and Kunlun mountains), a zone of gobi (a sparsely vegetated stone desert with blackened, 
mineral-coated rocks), and a ring of oases (vast tracts of crops and networks of irrigation canals 
nurturing wheat, maize, rice, apricots, pears, apples, long-staple cotton and silk), with the formidable 
Taklamakan Desert, a vast area of sand and salt lakes that make up the largest desert in China, at 
the centre. 

Temperature ranges in the Tarim Basin are extreme, with summer-winter differences of 50–
60˚C, and day-night differences of 15–20˚C. The eastern edge of the Tarim Basin once contained 
the famous “wandering” Lop Nor (Lake), China’s biggest shifting salt lake, complete with large 
surrounding reed swamps. Although it was roughly 2,000 square kilometres in size as recently as 
the 1950s, increases in irrigation and dam projects upstream on the Tarim River (its main feeder) in 
recent decades have reduced its flow to such an extent that today the river peters out in the desert 
long before it reaches the Lop Nor, which is now no more than a dry, salt-encrusted lakebed, with 
little chance of revival. 

The Tarim River flows west to east through the Taklamakan, and is the longest inland river in 
China with a total length of nearly 2,100 kilometres. “Tarim” means “converging rivers” in Uygur, and 
it is indeed formed from the union of a network of rivers that cross the desert from the south and 
west – the Kashgar, Yarkand and Hotan rivers – or emerge from the Tien Shan to the north, such as 
the Aksu and Muzat rivers. Many of these rivers have only seasonal surface flow, but water occurs 
about 1–2 metres below the surface of many dry riverbeds, issuing as springs and feeding small lakes 
around which settlements have grown up. Another important tributary of the Tarim River is the 
Konche (Konqe) River, which flows out of Bosten (Baghrash) Lake, itself fed by the Kaidu River 
that collects snowmelt from the high grasslands of the Tien Shan. Situated south of Urumqi near 
Korla, Bosten Lake is China’s largest inland freshwater lake, more than 1,000 square kilometres in 
area and holding eight billion cubic metres of water (though its size and volume fluctuate). 

The world’s second-highest mountain, 8,611-metre K2 (called Qogir Peak by the Chinese) 
lies on the border between Xinjiang and Pakistan in the Karakoram range, which is separated from 
the Kunlun Mountains by the high-altitude valley of the upper Yarkand River. From the formidable 
peaks and high-altitude plateaus of the Karakoram and Pamir ranges in the far west, the Kunlun 
Mountains extend eastwards into Qinghai Province, forming Xinjiang’s southern border with 
Tibet. The summits are relatively even, reaching over 5,000 metres a.s.l., although a few approach 
7,000 metres. There are many glaciers in the moister west, whereas the eastern section is more 
continental, and so is drier. Towards the east, the Kunlun Mountains branch, the northern spur 
becoming the Altun Mountains (Arjin Shan) that form the southeastern border with Qinghai. A 
remote area of high-altitude plateau forms the southeastern corner of Xinjiang, and encompasses 
the Arjin Mountain National Nature Reserve, representing the northernmost limit of typical 
Tibetan Plateau habitat for wildlife species such as yak, wild ass and Tibetan antelope.

Previous pages, clockwise from top left: The turquoise Kanas River snakes through rich alpine forests in northern Xinjiang (Sun Jiabin); 
fringing sheet ice rims Karakul Lake with Muztagata looming in the background (Jeremy Tredinnick); a layer of snow sits incongruously on 
sand dunes in the Gurbantunggut Desert (Xinjiang Electronic Publishing House).



38     Xin jian g:  C hina’s  C entral A sia Literary Excerpt    39

The concePT oF  Trade rouTes

Following initial settlement, the economy of a region expands and prospers both by trading with 
other areas, and by facilitating trade between adjacent regions (by serving as a trade corridor, or as 
an entrepôt). Traders always seek the easiest, shortest – and consequently cheapest – routes along 
which to transport their goods. Historically, traders also favoured routes that were safe from attack, 
and were well supplied with food and water, both for themselves and for their pack animals.

ver the years, geographers have studied the factors that determine land settlement 
patterns and trade networks, historians have observed the rise and fall of towns and cities, 
and explored the impetus for the recorded changes, and economists have studied how 

investment, costs and market fluctuations have affected competing trade corridors. Consequently, 
there is a rich body of literature on trade patterns, with an associated terminology.

Trade corridors are pathways along which goods move between two or more nodes. 
Cities form the nodes, and competing modes of transportation infrastructure form a network of 
links. Some nodes are regarded as hubs, serving at least two major corridors. Hubs have a circular 
hinterland and radiating trade corridors. Other nodes are classified as gateways, being dependent on 
only one major corridor, which may be topographically or politically defined. National boundaries 
create classical gateways, because goods and carriers must stop for inspection and documentation at 
a limited number of border crossing points. The importance of node cities is also dependent upon 
whether they lie at the extremes of, or in the interior of, their geographical regions. Within a region, a 

The hearT oF  asia

s the heart of Asia beating? Or has it 
been suffocated by the sands? 

From the Brahmaputra to the Irtysh, 
from the Yellow River to the Caspian Sea, 
from Mukden to Arabia – everywhere are 
terrible, merciless waves of sand. The cruel 
Taklamakan is a threatening extreme of 
lifelessness, deadening the central part of 
Asia. Under moving sands, the old Imperial 
Chinese road hides itself. Out of sandy hills, 
trunks of a once mighty forest lift their seared 
arms. Like deformed skeletons, the age-
devoured walls of ancient cities stretch along 
the road. 

Perhaps near this very spot passed 
the great travelers, the migrating nations. 
The eye, here and there, glimpses isolated 
kereksurs, menhirs, cromlechs, and rows of 
stones – silent guardians of ancient cults. 

The extremities of Asia, to be sure, wage 
a gigantic struggle with the ocean tides. But is 
Asia’s heart alive? When a Hindu yogi arrests 
his pulse, his heart still continues its inner 
functions. So, too, the heart of Asia. In oases, 
in yurts, in caravans, dwells an unusual 
thought. The masses of people, entirely 
isolated from the outside world, who receive 
some distorted message of outside events only 
after a lapse of months, do not die. Each sign 
of civilization, as we shall see, is greeted by 
them as a benevolent, long-awaited message. 
Rather than reject possibilities, they try to 
adapt their religions to the new conditions of 
life. This is apparent when we see what the 

people in the most remote deserts say of the 
leaders of civilization and humanitarianism. 

The name of Ford, for instance, has 
penetrated into the most remote yurts and 
provinces. 

mid the sands of the Taklamakan, 
a long-bearded Moslem asks: “Tell 

me, could a Ford negotiate the old Chinese 
road?” 

And near Kashgar they ask: “Can a Ford 
tractor plough our fields?” 

In Chinese Urumchi, on the Kalmuck 
steppes, throughout Mongolia, the word 
“Ford” is used as a synonym for motive power. 

A gray-bearded Old Believer in the 
wild Altai Mountains, or a youth of the 
cooperative, says enviously: “In America, 
you have a Ford. But unfortunately we have 
none…” 

Nicholas Roerich, Heart of Asia, 1930

Karakirghizes, a 1932 tempera on canvas painting by Nicholas 
Roerich (Courtesy of the Nicholas Roerich Museum, New York)

Opposite: An aerial view of desert dunes near Qiemo shows the wind’s effect on the Taklamakan topography, with ripple-like ridges and 
wave-like mountains of sand flowing towards the horizon (W. Ewig).
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hierarchy of trade corridors develops, depending upon the size of the region and the prevailing trade 
patterns (for example political conditions, or changing consumer demand). However, history has 
shown that enterprise, bold leadership, and technological advances can also direct the development 
of trade patterns, disregarding the importance of geography and population density, and influencing 
the location of cities in the economic hierarchy of a region.

XinjianG’s Trade corridors 
Xinjiang’s fluctuating economic prosperity over the millennia reflects the changing importance, 
and the shifting location, of the ancient Silk Road. This major network of trade routes, which ran 
through some of the world’s most inhospitable territory, migrated northwards and southwards over 
the almost 3,000 years of its existence in response to changing political systems, shifts of national 
boundaries, and fluctuating climate. The vast deserts and arid plains of Xinjiang, which extend 
for thousands of kilometres before terminating abruptly against high mountain ranges, presented 
particular challenges to the early travellers. However, signs of the prosperity that once accompanied 
intensive trading along the route are clearly seen in the lines of abandoned Buddhist cities, such as 
Gaochang – a moated and walled garrison town founded in the seventh century CE – and Jiaohe, 
which lie ruined in the desert near Turpan, and Niya, Endere and Miran, which remain buried. 
Trade along the Silk Road has defined the history of Xinjiang.

he Silk Road began in northern China, in Chang’an (Xi’an), and later Beijing, two 
important hub cities that were the focus of feeder routes that radiated in all directions. 
Heading westwards to Central Asia and Europe, after passing through Lanzhou the 

route was confined to the Hexi Corridor (between the Gobi desert to the north and the Nan Shan 
mountains to the south) in Gansu Province. From the third century BCE, the Great Wall protected 
the northern side of the Silk Road from attack. However, passing through the Yumen (Jade Gate), 
caravans left the protection of the Great Wall and entered the deserts of Central Asia. About 3–4 
weeks after leaving the Jade Gate, travellers were first confronted by the challenges of the Lop Nor 
depression, and then by the fearsome Taklamakan Desert.

The Taklamakan Desert is one of the most inhospitable places on Earth, a vast area of shifting 
sand dunes that support no visible forms of life, create taunting mirages, and generate strange sounds 
that mislead travellers from the trodden path. Among the many other problems of the desert were 
finding sufficient drinking water for people and animals, locating the trail in the shifting sands, and 
surviving the hot sun by day. Eventually, the daytime heat was avoided by travelling at night, and by 
employing sailors who could navigate by the stars.

There was a choice of two possible routes around the Taklamakan Desert. Initially, because 
of the threat of attack from the warring northern tribes, most caravans used the southern route, 
a confined corridor that ran along the foothills of the Altun and Kunlun mountains, through the 
oases of Miran, Cherchen and Khotan to Yarkand (the latter two are still important Uygur centres). 
These desert towns were important gateways along this trade corridor. However, this southern route 

was dry with little or no food or water. In contrast, the northern route, though another confined 
corridor, followed the line of the Tien Shan first past Lop Nor and the kingdom of Loulan, then 
through the oases of Karashahr and Kucha to Yarkand or Kashgar. These gateways were watered 
by numerous streams and provided better grazing for animals, although the route was susceptible 
to raids by northern tribes. However, by the third century CE, the route curved further to the 
northwest through Turpan, and later, as the area became more peaceful under the Tang Dynasty (a 
golden age for three centuries), another route developed north of the Tien Shan that took it into the 
Kazakh steppe, away from the confines and rigours of the desert corridors.

WiLdLiFe: dWeLLers oF deserT & mounTain — By John Hare and William Bleisch

ith its high mountains, inhospitable, partially explored deserts and unique plants and 
animals, Xinjiang has for long remained a little known part of China for naturalists. For 
political and military reasons, access to Xinjiang has been difficult for foreigners and 

enabled nature to keep many of its secrets hidden. 

In the centre of the vast deserts of the Taklamakan, the Desert of Lop and the Gashun Gobi 
– which occupy nearly 80 percent of the province’s land area – there is no fresh water; the only 
water available is salt-water slush which bubbles up from below the ground. In such an inhospitable 
environment it would seem most unlikely that any large animal could survive, but incredibly the 
wild Bactrian camel, which lives in the heartland of all three deserts, is able to do so because it can 
safely drink saline liquid that has a higher salt content than seawater. 

There are estimated to be only 600 wild Bactrian camels left in China and 90 percent of these 
are in Xinjiang. Not only does the wild camel have a higher salt-tolerant system than any other 
mammal in the world – including the domestic Bactrian camel – but between 1955 and 1979 it 
also survived 43 atmospheric nuclear tests. During this period, its habitat in the Desert of Lop was 
the designated epicentre of China’s nuclear test area. However, it appears not to have suffered from 
exposure to radiation in any way. 

If one looks at the week-old embryo of a Dromedary or single-humped camel, one can see the 
remains of a second hump. So it is quite possible that the Dromedary of the Sahara, Africa and the 
Middle East evolved from the double-humped Bactrian camel, making the Bactrian the ancestor of all 
camels, whether single or double-humped. In addition, the wild camel has a consistently wide genetic 
difference from the domestic Bactrian camel. Little wonder that the Xinjiang provincial government 
has chosen this amazing creature as its provincial emblem. In March 2007, the Zoological Society 
of London launched a programme called EDGE to highlight wild mammals that are on the edge of 
extinction. The wild Bactrian camel was listed as the eighth most critically endangered mammal in 
the world. 

The other mammal to venture into the extremes of the desert is the black-tailed or goitred 
gazelle. This hardy beast manages to survive on water trapped in the roots of plants. The point 
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where the plants themselves can no longer survive marks the extent of the gazelle’s range. Where 
conditions are milder, it may be joined by the Asiatic wild ass or kulan, which looks like an over-
sized, skewbald donkey. The kulan’s primary habitat is Mongolia, but it occasionally wanders over 
the international border into Xinjiang, and there have been sightings in the Kuruk Tagh mountains 
south of Turpan, and in the Karamay (Kalamaili) Nature Reserve in the eastern Junggar Basin, 
where Mongolian gazelles and saiga antelope are also found. 

ther large mammals exist on the periphery of the deserts, near and in the mountain 
ranges that encircle the deserts – the Kunlun Shan, Arjin (Altun) Shan, Kuruk Tagh, 
Altai Mountains and Tien Shan. These include two wild relatives of goats, the long-

horned ibex and the bighorn Argali wild sheep, and their chief predators, the snow leopard and 
the Eurasian wolf. In the mountains to the south of the province, the blue sheep replaces the ibex 
and serves as the chief prey for snow leopards. 

All these animals are hunted and consequently are extremely timid and fearful of man. The 
bighorn Argali wild sheep, whose ram carries magnificently curved horns, can usually only be seen as 
a dark dot on top of a mountain, and one has to venture into the highest elevations in the Altai and 
Pamir Mountains to spot them (the Pamir argali is also known as the Marco Polo sheep). They also 
occur in the extreme south of Xinjiang in the Kunlun and Arjin mountains. Beyond these barrier 

Above: Wild Bactrian camels are one of only very few species capable of surviving in Xinjiang’s harsh desert environment (Xinjiang Electronic 
Publishing House). Opposite top: The chiru, or Tibetan antelope, a resident of Xinjiang’s high-altitude plateaus on the border with Tibet 
(William Bleisch). Opposite bottom: The magnificent snow leopard – Xinjiang’s top predator (Photo by Milan Trykar, courtesy of the Snow 
Leopard Trust).
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ranges rises the Tibetan Plateau, where the Tibetan wild ass, the Tibetan antelope or chiru, and 
the massive wild yak still roam in huge herds. The range of the Tibetan brown bear also spills 
into Xinjiang from Tibet. A subspecies, the Gobi bear, of which there are only 35 in the world, has 
entered into neighbouring Gansu Province from Mongolia but at the moment there has been no 
recorded sighting in Xinjiang.

The range of the Przewalski’s horse, or takhi (the common Western form Przewalski is the 
Polish spelling of Nikolai Przhevalsky, the Russian general who discovered a number of the region’s 
animals), is also primarily centred in Mongolia, but for many years before it became extinct in the 
wild in 1969, there was a herd in northern Xinjiang close to the Mongolian border. The successful 
reintroduction programme currently under way in Mongolia and in the Karamay Nature Reserve 
should ensure that the takhi reoccupies its former territory in Xinjiang. 

The snow leopard, a magnificent animal equipped to withstand conditions of extreme cold, is 
extremely rare and very difficult to sight even with a skilled guide. Although greatly threatened by 
herdsmen and hunters, the numbers in Xinjiang are not as desperately low as is sometimes thought 
and are believed to have slightly increased. In the Arjin and Kunlun mountains, many stories are told 
of the sightings of the “wild man”, or yeti. Even professional Chinese naturalists are known to believe 
in their existence, but none have ever been photographed.

lthough the number of bird species exceeds that of mammals, more than 80 percent of 
birds in Xinjiang are transitory migrants, the total indigenous avifauna of Xinjiang being 
quite small. However, fresh water oases such as Bosten Lake are filled with the noisy calls of 

shorebirds and waders (egrets, terns, red-billed gulls, widgeons and other ducks), especially during 
spring and autumn, when they stop at these critical way-stations along their migratory routes; and 
in the Tien Shan during the summer months a large number of species can be seen, including red-
billed and Alpine choughs, redstarts, black storks, kestrels, hobbies, golden eagles, Himalayan 
griffon vultures and lammergeyers (these last three can be found in all Xinjiang’s mountain 
regions). At the Bayanbulak Swan Reserve large numbers of whooper and wart-nose swans, bar-
headed geese, larks, mallard ducks, various types of tern, crane and shovellers congregate. 

The vertebrate group of birds does not play a significant role in desert conditions, easily 
accounted for from an ecological point of view by the extreme environmental fluctuations and in 
particular the poor plant cover and monotonous stony landscapes. The diversity of bird fauna over 
desert areas is very limited, the most common species being Pallas’s sand-grouse, Henderson’s 
ground jay, the Houbara bustard, the desert wheat ear, desert warbler, pale rosefinch, great 
grey shrike, Kozlov’s accentor and of the diurnal birds of prey, the black vulture, long-legged 
buzzard and black kite. In the high mountains of the Kunlun and Pamirs, Himalayan and Tibetan 
snowcocks still play hide and seek with those who try to see them. 

Reptile fauna is also limited. This is due to the severe climatic conditions, particularly the significant 
length of time when temperatures are below -40 degrees Celsius in the depths of winter. However, 
Xinjiang’s reptile population is unique, comprising 14 species in all, including Przewalski’s skink, a large 

nocturnal lizard, the Gobi gecko and the common agama – a very large lizard with a bright-yellow 
throat. Horned lizards are quite numerous, and there are four species of snake: the sand snake, Pallas’s 
copper snake, the sand boa and rat snake. The green toad is the only species of amphibian.

ther mammal species are the red fox, Tibetan fox, stone marten, alpine weasel, 
marbled polecat, Eurasian lynx and Pallas’s cat. Their prey includes many different 
members of the jerboa (gerbil) family: Xinjiang contains 11 species including the Gobi 

jerboa, pigmy five-toed jerboa, Kozlov’s jerboa, long-eared jerboa, Mongolian jerboa, small 
five-toed jerboa, northern three-toed jerboa, big-toed dwarf jerboa, common jerboa and 
Siberian jerboa. Importantly, Xinjiang is also home to a small but vital population (less than 1,000) 
of Asiatic beavers, an endangered species found along mountain river systems on the Xinjiang-
Mongolia border in the northeast.

The Ili pika (hamster), which was only identified as a new species in 1983, was discovered 
on high cliff habitat within a restricted area in the Tien Shan mountains. Further expeditions to 
monitor the pika undertaken in 2002 and 2003, found that the colony had been almost wiped out. 
The reasons for a decline in pika populations is complex but, as with other pika species around the 
world, a consensus among researchers is emerging. Pikas are notoriously sensitive to an increase in 
temperature and could easily be affected by an abrupt rise. The Ili pika could be the first documented 
victim of global warming and human-induced climate change.

The Tarim River creates a unique habitat of desert forests rising from sand dunes. Here, 
unique forms of wild hare and red deer survive, and occasional grassy marshes are sometimes still 
home to wild boar. This area once also supported the Caspian tiger, a subspecies that is now extinct 
throughout its range. It disappeared during the political turmoil in the province in the 1930s. 

Though not blessed – like Mongolia to the north – with large amounts of wildlife, Xinjiang is 
nevertheless the habitat for some fascinating species. Every effort must be made to ensure that they 
survive, thrive and do not go the way of the tiger.

[John Hare is the founder and chairman of the Wild Camel Protection Foundation, a UK-based charity 
dedicated to the conservation of the wild Bactrian camel and its fragile desert habitat (www.wildcamels.
com). Dr William Bleisch has been working on wildlife conservation in China since 1987. He is the China 
Programme Manager for Flora and Fauna International (www.fauna-flora.org).]

hisTory: miGraTions ThrouGh Time
Xinjiang’s history is an epic saga of monumental proportions, a convoluted tale involving mysterious 
origins, myriad nations, the ebb and flow of migrating tribes and conquering armies. What follows 
is merely a broad outline of the complex interweaving of cultures through the centuries that has 
culminated in the fascinating region as we see it today. If you are tempted to delve deeper into 
Xinjiang’s past, Eurasian Crossroads: A History of Xinjiang by James A. Millward (see Recommended 
Reading section) is a recent and accessible historical narrative, an erudite and enthusiastic account 
that impartially tells Xinjiang’s story in great detail.



This superb ink-and-colour on paper artwork by Qing Dynasty court painters depicts Emperor Qianlong’s battlefield court in the Ili (Yili) 
Valley at the end of his campaign against the Junggars in the late 18th century. Nomads’ yurts can be seen in the upper right of the painting, 
while supplicants prostrate themselves before the emperor’s dais in the centre (The Palace Museum, Beijing).
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XinjianG suPerLaTives 
injiang is a land of extremes, of desolation 
but also of bounty. The following list will 

give you some idea of the unique combination 
of accomplishments and outstanding facts and 
figures that the region boasts:
• Urumqi is the farthest city from the sea in the 

world, a distance of 2,250 kilometres from the 
nearest ocean. 

• Xinjiang boasts the most sunshine in China, 
with 2,550–3,300 hours of sunlight each year. 
Kucha County is China’s sunniest, averaging 
180 cloudless days per year. 

• Turpan County is China’s driest, averaging 
299 rainless days per year.

• On 25 July 1962, Turpan recorded a ground 
temperature of 76.6°C – making it the hottest 
place in China.

• On 27 January 1969, Yining registered 94 
centimetres (37 inches) of snowfall in a day. 

• The highest road in the world (averaging 
more than 5,000 metres above sea level) 
is the Xinjiang-Tibet Highway that runs 
from southern Xinjiang over the Kunlun 
Mountains into northern Tibet – its highest 
point is 6,035 metres.

• The Taklamakan Desert is the largest desert 
in China, with an area of 320,000 square 
kilometres.

• On average, each person in Xinjiang eats more 
than 100 kilogrammes of fruit and sweet 
melons per year – the highest consumption of 
fruit per capita in China.

• China’s only wild camel reserve, 65,000-
square-kilometre Lop Nur Wild Camel 
National Reserve, is located in the region 
surrounding the ancient lake of Lop Nor.

• Xinjiang’s Bayanbulak Swan Natural Reserve 
is the only one of its kind in China, with an 
area of over 1,000 square kilometres.

• The Altai Region of Xinjiang has the only 
beaver natural reserve in China.

• China’s only natural reserve for four-clawed 
tortoises is in Xinjiang’s Huocheng County.

• Aiding Lake in the centre of the Turpan 
Depression is the world’s second lowest 
depression (after the Dead Sea), at 154 metres 
below sea level. The gerbils that build their 
burrows there live in the lowest habitable 
place in China.

• Bosten Lake is the largest inland freshwater 
lake (over 1,000 square kilometres) in China.

• Xinjiang has China’s highest production of 
lavender oil – an important source of this 
precious medicinal product.

• Xinjiang boasts the highest quality and 
highest output of hops (for beer production), 
sweet grapes and walnuts in China.

• The earliest examples of cotton cloth were 
found in an Eastern Han Dynasty (25–220 
CE) tomb in Turpan’s Minfeng County in 
1959 – today Xinjiang boasts the best quality 
and largest production of long-staple cotton 
in China.

• The Idkah Mosque in Kashgar is the largest 
mosque in China.

• Xinjiang has China’s largest reserves of 
petroleum, totalling an estimated 200–400 
hundred million tons, a third of the country’s 
total.

• Xinjiang has China’s richest coal resources, 
with a total reserve of 2.19 trillion tons.

PrehisTory

The earliest clues of the existence of man in Xinjiang come from simple stone tools discovered near 
Hotan (Khotan) and along the northern rim of the Kunlun Mountains, dating to around 20,000–
15,000 years ago, a time when there was more water runoff from the mountains than is seen today, 
and consequently greater wildlife. These early settlers were most likely hunter-gatherers; excavation 
of Mesolithic sites (c. 10,000 BCE) all around the Tarim Basin reveal arrowheads, scrapers and more 
refined stone tools commensurate with a hunter-gatherer culture. 

Neolithic sites (10,000–4,000 BCE) are numerous; these fixed settlements show a low level 
of cultivation was taking place, although most likely only as a supplement to hunting and gathering, 
and at this point there was no animal husbandry. Archaeological exploration today is serving up rich 
pickings from the second to first millennia BCE, most sensationally in the form of human remains 
and artefacts that show that Xinjiang cultures developed alongside those of western Central Asia 
and central China. Silk, lacquer and seashells illustrate that trading was already taking place, while 
jade from the Hotan region was coveted by early Chinese rulers, as proven by the many jade items 
excavated from the tomb of Fu Hao of the Shang Dynasty (1600–1027 BCE) at Yinxu. 

Farmers and nomads

ittle is known for sure, and no doubt much is yet to be revealed through ongoing research, 
but the generally accepted theory at present is that Xinjiang was populated from around 
2000 BCE onwards by waves of migrant peoples from western Central Asia and Siberia, 

and it is likely that the bronze metallurgy they brought (starting in the early second millennium 
BCE) predated that in central and eastern China. These migrating Bronze Age tribes were animal 
herders, mobile through use of chariots (a significant cultural leap forward) and advanced in many 
ways – early use of animal husbandry is in evidence in sites such as Tashkurgan, Loulan and in the 
Turpan region, as well as woven materials, ornaments, ceramics, grains and farming tools.

Research by Victor Mair and J.P. Mallory, two leading Western experts on human history 
in the Tarim Basin, points to the earliest of these groups being Tokharian speakers – Tokharian is 
one of the earliest Indo-European languages, originating from the linguistic stock of early peoples 
based around the Black Sea. These Tokharian migrants moved into and spread around the Tarim 
Basin, bringing with them agrarian technologies most probably from the region of Bactria (northern 
Afghanistan and modern Iran), since barley, wheat and domesticated sheep all originate from 
the west, while a medicinal herb used in Bactria and India – ephedra – has been found alongside 
mummies from the late first millennium BCE.

Iron items appeared around 1200 BCE – again, predating central China, not surprisingly given that 
the Iron Age began in the west – and it is the Iron Age that is associated with the rise of pastoral nomadism 
and the migration of increasingly powerful tribes across Central Asia, most significantly the Scythian 
cultures that dominated a huge swathe of Central Asia and moved into the mountains and steppes of the 
Junggar Basin and Turpan Depression. The settled areas in these locations show signs of early contact and 
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influence with the Scythian tribes, but rather than destroying each other, as James Millward puts it in 
Eurasian Crossroads, “prehistorical evidence from Xinjiang shows a relationship characterised by complex 
interactions of herders and farmers and mixed agricultural and pastoral land use”. 

From around 650 BCE and through the latter half of the first millennium BCE the Saka 
began moving into the mountains around Tashkurgan, north to the Ili Valley and as far as the Altai 
Mountains. The Saka were horse nomads of Iranian descent who buried their dead in huge barrows 
called kurgans and prized metal objects, especially in gold, usually crafted in animal-style motifs. 

Chronology of Periods in Chinese History
	 Neolithic	 7000—2100	BC
	 Ha	 2100—1600	BC
	 Shang	 1600—1027	BC
	 Western	Zhou	 1027—771	BC
	 Eastern	Zhou		 771—256	BC
	 Spring	and	Autumn	Annals		 770—481	BC
	 Warring	States		 480—221	BC
	 Qin	 221—206	BC
	 Western	(Former)	Han	 206	BC—AD	8
	 Xin	 9—24
	 Eastern	(Later)	Han	 25—220
	 Three	Kingdoms	 220—265
	 Western	Jin	 265—317
	 Eastern	Jin	 317—420
	 Northern	and	Southern	Dynasties	 386—589
	 Sixteen	Kingdoms	 317—439
	 Former	Zhao	 304—329
	 Former	Qin		 351—383
	 Later	Qin	 384—417	
	 Northern	Wei		 386—534
	 Western	Wei	 535—556
	 Northern	Zhou	 557—581
	 Sui	 581—618
	 Tang	 618—907
	 Five	Dynasties	 907—960
	 Liao	 916—1125
	 Northern	Song	 960—1127
	 Southern	Song	 1127—1279
	 Jin	(Jurchen)	 1115—1234
	 Yuan	(Mongol)	 1279—1368
	 Ming	 1368—1644
	 Qing	(Manchu)	 1644—1911
	 Republic	of	China	 1911—1949
	 People’s	Republic	of	China	 1949—

Around the second century BCE, however, the Saka were displaced in the Ili Valley and Junggar 
Basin by the Wusun, a Turkic-speaking tribal group who, under pressure from a neighbouring tribe, 
the Yuezhi, had moved south and west from the Siberian steppe in and around the Yenisey River 
basin (located in modern-day Russia and Mongolia). 

he exact origin of the Yuezhi is uncertain, but it seems most likely that they were a 
nomadic confederation also from the Siberian-Mongolian steppe who moved south 
into present-day Gansu and Xinjiang’s Tarim region to escape attacks by the Xiongnu, a 

Mongolian tribal group (also sometimes referred to as Huns) who grew into the dominant nomadic 
power in the second century BCE. In the Tarim Basin the Yuezhi encountered, and perhaps partially 
merged with, the Tokharian oasis dwellers, but as the Xiongnu grew in power and extended the 
boundaries of their control, the majority of the Yuezhi were forced to move farther west, first to 
the Ili, where the Wusun had settled, then across Zhetisu (modern-day Kazakhstan), following the 
northern foothills of the Tien Shan, until they reached the Oxus River (the Amu Darya on the 
border of Aghanistan and Uzbekistan). Here they founded the Kushan Empire, which expanded 
quickly and by the first century CE was controlling the westernmost oases of the Tarim Basin.

XionGnu and han sTruGGLes

Xinjiang now entered a classical period defined by nomadic groups to the north and west of the Tien 
Shan interacting with and exerting control over the sedentary oasis communities of the Tarim Basin. 
The Xiongnu built an empire that stretched from northeast China across the Mongolian steppe to 
the Junggar Basin, and by 162 BCE they had constructed a permanent command post near Lake 
Baghrash (Bosten Lake). Supplied by levies from the resource-rich oases, and benefiting from the 
vast grasslands north of the Tien Shan, the Xiongnu grew strong enough to challenge the newly 
formed Han Dynasty to the southeast.

The Han Dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) was the first of China’s truly great dynastic empires; 
based on the immensely rich agricultural resources of central and southern China, its power grew 
and its borders were extended simultaneously with those of the Xiongnu: it was inevitable that the 
two powers would clash. However, initially it was the Xiongnu who held the upper hand, and it was 
Emperor Wudi (ruled 141–87 BCE) who sent the first Chinese official into the “Western Regions” 
in search of allies. 

Ambassador Zhang Qian was charged with finding and recruiting the Yuezhi, who had 
recently been defeated by the Xiongnu and driven west to the fringes of the Taklamakan Desert 
and beyond. Since the Warring States period (475–221 BCE), the “Huns” (a generic term given to 
confederations of nomads of both Turkic and Mongol descent) had been launching aggressive raids 
into Chinese territory – indeed, this had prompted Emperor Qin Shihuangdi of the Qin Dynasty 
(221–207 BCE) to build the Great Wall. Eager to defeat the Xiongnu, who represented the latest 
wave of powerful marauders, Wudi heard that the Yuezhi were seeking revenge on the Xiongnu and 
would welcome help with retaliation from any ally. 
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hang, with a caravan of 100 men, set out in 139 BCE from the Chinese capital of Chang’an 
(present-day Xi’an), only to be captured by the Xiongnu as he passed through the Hexi 
Corridor in northwest Gansu. The surviving members of the caravan were treated well; 

Zhang married and had a son. After 10 years, he and the remainder of the party managed to escape 
and continue their journey west along the northern trade routes to Kashgar and the Ferghana Valley. 
Upon reaching the Yuezhi, Zhang found them to have settled prosperously in the various oases of 
Central Asia and to be no longer interested in avenging themselves on the Xiongnu. Zhang stayed 
one year gathering valuable military, economic, political and geographical information and returned 
via the southern Tarim Basin oases, only to be captured again, this time by Tibetan tribes allied 
with the Xiongnu; once again he escaped. In 126 BCE, 13 years later, he returned to Chang’an. Of 
the original party only he and one other completed the trail-blazing journey – the first land route 
between East and West and one that would eventually link Imperial China with Imperial Rome. 

Zhang reported on some 36 kingdoms in the Western Regions, delighting Emperor Wudi 
with detailed accounts of the previously unknown kingdoms of Ferghana, Samarkand, Bokhara and 
others in what are now the CIS, Pakistan and Iran as well as the city of Li Kun, which was almost 
certainly Rome. Zhang recounted stories he had heard of the famous Ferghana horse, rumoured to 
be of “heavenly” stock. Tempted by this fast and powerful warhorse, seemingly far superior to the 
average steed and having the potential to defeat the marauding Xiongnu, Wudi dispatched successive 
missions to develop political contacts – the first of which Zhang led in 119 BCE – and return with 
foreign envoys, and of course horses, from the courts of Ferghana, Sogdiana, Bactria, Parthia and 
northern India. Now extinct, these horses were immortalized by artists of both the Han and the 
Tang (618–907 CE) dynasties. Zhang continued seeking allies against the Xiongnu, travelling in 115 
BCE to the Ili Valley territory of the Wusun, but again he was unable to enlist support. 

The Han court soon realized the importance of the Xinjiang region as a supply source for 
the Xiongnu, and a strategy was developed to “cut off the right arm of the Xiongnu” by forcing 
them out of the Tarim Basin and Turpan regions. A series of military successes by Han generals 
resulted in the establishment of the Protectorate of the Western Regions in 60 BCE at Wulei, near 
modern-day Luntai, and thus the Tarim Basin as far as the Pamirs came under Han control, while 
the Xiongnu split into Southern and Northern confederations, the former allying with the Han, the 
latter retreating north of the Tien Shan. 

Over the next 200 years Xinjiang was the setting for much warring between the Han and 
Xiongnu, as well as rebellious city-states, with the various protagonists in turn holding sway. A 
number of Han military expeditions had to march into the region to re-establish the protectorate, 
most notably under the command of the great military tactician General Ban Chao, who between 
70 and 102 CE brought the city-states in the Turpan region and along the northern rim of the 
Taklamakan back under Han control through a combination of strategic manipulation, merciless 
trickery and guile.

As part of their efforts to control the region, the Han government developed the tuntian 
system, setting up agricultural colonies populated by soldiers, who effectively supplied themselves 
(lessening the drain on the imperial coffers) and brought a significant level of security to the region. 
This relative peace allowed the blossoming of the already well-worn trade routes and opened the 
doors to unprecedented levels of commerce along the “Silk Road”. The empires of Rome and Han 
China had developed almost simultaneously in the second century BCE, but had only the vaguest 
consciousness of each other. From Zhang Qian the Chinese knew of a country called Ta Ts’in or Li 
Kun, which historians believe was Rome, while the Romans knew of Seres, the Kingdom of Silk. But 
with the thrust of the Han Dynasty into Central Asia, trade developed between the two distant 
powers. It is interesting to note, however, that the development and extension of trade routes was 
never a motive in Han China’s conquest of the Western Regions; rather it was a need to cut off the 
supply lines to the Xiongnu aggressors of the north and lessen its ability to harass or invade Han 
territory that forced the Han to move west into Xinjiang.

soGdians and The siLk road

he Romans were convinced that the Seres (the Silk People, or the Chinese) harvested silk 
from trees, the “wool of the forests” according to Pliny. In 53 BCE, the seven legions of 
Marcus Licinius Crassus were the first Romans to see silk in battle whilst pursuing the 

Parthians, a rough warlike tribe, across the Euphrates. They became the victims of the first “Parthian 
shot”, which broke the Romans’ front line formation and was quickly followed by a tactic that both 
terrorized and amazed the Romans: the Parthians waved banners of a strange, shimmering material 
that towered above the defeated soldiers, blinding them in the brilliant heat of the desert. The Romans 
managed to obtain samples of this marvellous silk from the victorious Parthians, who had traded it for 
an ostrich egg and some conjurers with a member of Emperor Wudi’s early trade missions. 

The Parthians, along with the Sogdians, Indians and Kushans, soon became prominent 
middlemen in the trade of silk and other exotic merchandise, reaping tremendous profits, bartering 
with Chinese traders who escorted their goods beyond the Great Wall as far as Loulan (capital of 
the Shanshan kingdom located near Lop Nor Lake in the heart of the Lop Desert), and carrying 
the trade on to Persian, Syrian and Greek merchants. Each transaction increased the cost of the 
end product, which reached the Roman Empire in the hands of Greek and Jewish entrepreneurs. 
Silk garments became all the rage in Roman society, so much so that in 14 CE men were no longer 
permitted to wear them, as they were perceived to contribute to an already decadent society. Despite 
the disapproval of the Empire’s moral superiors and its high cost, silk was widely worn amongst even 
the lowest socioeconomic classes. The silk trade flourished up until the second century CE, when it 
began to arrive in Rome via the sea trade routes. 

Silk actually composed a relatively small portion of the trade along the Silk Road: eastbound 
caravans brought gold, precious metals and stones, textiles, ivory and coral, while westbound 
caravans transported furs, ceramics, cinnamon bark and rhubarb as well as bronze weapons. Very 
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few caravans, including the people, animals and goods they transported, would complete the entire 
route that connected the capitals of these two great empires. The oasis towns that made the overland 
journey possible became important trading posts, commercial centres where caravans would take on 
fresh merchants, animals and goods. 

The oasis towns of the Tarim Basin and Turpan Depression prospered considerably in the 
centuries after the decline of the Han Dynasty, extracting large profits on the goods they bought 
and sold. In the far west and south the towns of Kashgar and Yarkand, among others, were under 
the control of the Kushan Empire, while those on the northern rim and in the east, although 
nominally still answering to dynastic China (Han, Three Kingdoms and Jin dynasties), grew into 
distinct and powerful city-states who ruled themselves. Regardless of who held political power, 
however, it was the Sogdians who became the dominant figures in commerce from the third to 
eighth centuries CE, spreading all the way from their homelands in Transoxiana (between the 
Amu and Syr rivers, historically known as the Oxus and Jaxartes) across Xinjiang and Gansu, and 
even into northern China. Benefiting from an invaluable network of connections, the lingua franca 
of trade became Sogdian and the script used for documentation was Kharoshthi, a Gandharan 
script used by the Sogdians.

arge Sogdian communities were found in every major trading town along the interweaving 
routes – indeed, the Sogdian connection is probably the strongest linking factor between 
the many routes and types of commerce grouped under the umbrella term “Silk Road”. In 

Eurasian Crossroads Millward even suggests that, “‘The Soghdian network’ would perhaps be a better, 
if less romantic, term”. 

But while trade in merchandise flowed in ever increasing volume along the caravan routes 
north and south of the Taklamakan, more significant was the simultaneous movement of religious 
ideas and beliefs, in particular Buddhism, that entered the Tarim from Gandhara via the Kushan 
Empire during the second and third centuries CE. On the Southern Silk Road the Khotan kingdom 
was a devout centre of Mahayana Buddhism, and the northern Tarim city-state of Kucha became 
one of the most important Buddhist centres in Central Asia in the third and fourth centuries, 
home to a sophisticated culture and the birthplace of Kumarajiva, the famous Buddhist monk and 
translator of Buddhist texts into Chinese. Cave and temple art in Buddhist centres around the Tarim 
Basin reached new heights of skill and beauty during this time, showing heavy Gandharan, Indian, 
Persian and even Greek influences.

By the middle of the fourth century the Xiongnu empire had collapsed, to be replaced by 
another nomadic group from Mongolia, the Ruanruan, who took over Jungaria (Dzungaria) and 
exacted tributes from kingdoms south of the Tien Shan. Only a century later, however, the Ruanruan 
lost their foothold in the Tarim Basin to the Hephthalites, who inherited the territories of the fading 
Kushan empire and moved in from the west, subduing the Tarim Basin cities as far as Gaochang in 
the Turpan region, and sending delegations to the Northern Wei Dynasty (386–534) in China. 

ut Hephthalite dominance was destined to be short lived too; in 560 yet another nomadic 
steppe confederation arose in Mongolia and spread out to encompass the Ruanruan’s 
former territory. These were the Kök Türks (Göktürks), but they remained as a single 

unity for less than 25 years, before splitting to form the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, 
the latter ruling Jungaria and much of modern-day southern Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and the 
Ferghana Valley, eventually extending its empire as far as the Caspian Sea and opening relations 
with Byzantium.

During this period, the oases city-states of southern Xinjiang (Gaochang, Kucha, Yarkand and 
Shanshan, etc) were left to rule themselves, although they still paid tribute either to the khaganates in 
the west or the Sui Dynasty in the east, who were regaining footholds in Hami and the southeast rim 
of the Tarim Basin. But with the succession of the Tang Dynasty in 618, more change was in the air.

TanG, Turks and TibeTans

In the seventh century the Tang Dynasty united central China once again as a great and powerful state. 
Wary of the power of the Turkic khaganates, the Tang followed the same strategy that the Han had 
used, inexorably extending their sphere of political and military control first to Hami and the Turpan 
Depression, then on to the Kuchean kingdom and beyond, wresting control of the Tarim Basin from the 
Western Turks and denying them valuable resources, thereby reducing their power, and at the same time 
widening the flow of commerce and cultures to China. 

Prosperous and highly artistic, the Tang court eagerly sought out the exotic and beautiful from 
far away, and consequently the Silk Road flourished. Chang’an, the capital, a large cosmopolitan 
centre, was the departure point and final destination for travellers on the Silk Road. The city in 
742 had a population of nearly two million, including over 5,000 foreigners. Numerous religions 
were represented and the city contained the temples, churches and synagogues of Buddhists, 
Nestorian Christians, Manichaeans, Zoroastrians, Hindus and Jews, to name but a few. Foreigners 
from Byzantium, Iran, Arabia, Sogdia, Mongolia, Armenia, India, Korea, Malaya and Japan lived in 
Chang’an (some Tang tomb murals depict foreigners in the imperial court), and the music and dance 
forms of the Kuchean kingdom were welcomed and heavily influenced these art forms in China.

In 670, however, a new power entered the fray, as the Tibetan empire sought to extend its 
territory into southern Xinjiang. They quickly forced the Tang out of the Tarim Basin, and for 
the next 50 years it was the subject of a violent tug of war between the Turks, Tang and Tibetans. 
In 730 the Tang regained control of the Tarim region and drove the Western Turkic Khaganate 
from Jungaria; pushing west they moved into Semirech’e but in 755 disaster struck when they were 
defeated by a coalition of Turkic and Arab armies at the Battle of Talas River. This precipitated 
a general retreat from both northern and southern Xinjiang, coinciding with a rebellion lasting 
from 755 to 763 by An Lushan, a half-Sogdian, half-Turk general who nearly destroyed the Tang 
Dynasty but for timely assistance from the new Uygur khaganate based in the Orkhon Valley in 
Mongolia. The Tang survived, but a new offensive by the Tibetan empire forestalled any possibility 
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The 12th century saw the continuation of what had become a familiar pattern in Xinjiang’s 
history, with a new wave of nomadic usurpers invading the rich lands of Jungaria and the Tarim 
Basin. These were the Kara-Khitan (Kara-Kitai or Qara Khitay), a Mongolian speaking people who 
had formed the Liao Dynasty (916–1125) in northeast China, but who were driven from their lands 
in 1132 by the Jurchens of Manchuria (who in turn created their own Jin Dynasty). The Kara-Khitan 
Khanate conquered and claimed overlordship over both the Kara-Khoja and Karakhanid states, and 
ruled as far west as north Afghanistan and Transoxiana. The Kara-Khitans were Buddhists, but 
tolerated and permitted other religions to exist within their realm. Having ruled northern China as 
the Liao Dynasty they brought to the Xinjiang region new, sophisticated methods of administration, 
although they too left individual city-states to govern themselves. 

t the beginning of the 13th century, as Genghis Khan was uniting the tribes of Mongolia 
and defeating his enemies, the Naiman and Merkit, a Naiman chief named Kuchluk 
fled west and found refuge with the Kara-Khitans. A treacherous but cunning man, he 

managed to usurp and take control of the khanate in 1211, but his appalling policies of oppression 
against the Muslims of Kashgaria only served to hasten his demise, and when Genghis Khan’s 
forces swept across the Junggar steppe and down the Tarim caravan routes they were, by and large, 
welcomed by the populace.

The GoLden horde

You could smell them coming, it was said, even before you heard the thunder of their hooves. But by then it 
was too late. Within seconds came the first murderous torrent of arrows, blotting out the sun and turning 
day into night. Then they were upon you – slaughtering, raping, pillaging and burning. Like molten lava, 
they destroyed everything in their path. Behind them they left a trail of smoking cities and bleached bones, 
leading all the way back to their homeland in Central Asia. “Soldiers of Antichrist come to reap the last 
dreadful harvest” one 13th-century scholar called the Mongol hordes. 

Peter Hopkirk, Foreign Devils on the Silk Road

The Mongol Empire comprised the largest land empire in history, stretching from the Sea of Japan 
to the Caspian Sea. Between 1218 and 1253 these “barbarians” conquered all of Central Asia and 
Russia, up to the borders of Eastern Europe. The Mongols, whose empire spanned a relatively short 
period of time, were led out of the grasslands by Temujin (1162–1227), later known as Genghis 
Khan (Chinggis Khan or Jenghis Khan), an illiterate political and military genius. He unified and 
organized the scattered nomadic tribes of Mongolia, Manchuria and Siberia into a disciplined and 
highly effective military force. After first testing his mounted troops with the conquest of the Xixia 
Kingdom (comprising much of modern-day Qinghai and Gansu, and controlled by the Tanguts, a 
Tibeto-Burman people), Genghis Khan moved south across the Gobi Desert one spring; four years 
later, in 1215, most of northern China had been subdued by the Mongol fighting machine, which 
then turned its energies towards Central Asia.

of continued Tang dominance in the west, and Tibetans once again occupied the Tarim Basin from 
790 until around 850 – indeed, it would be almost 1,000 years before China exerted direct rule over 
Xinjiang again. 

By the end of the eighth century, the sea routes from the southern coastal city of Canton 
(Guangzhou) to the Middle East were well developed, while the Tibetan occupation of the Tarim 
Basin often disrupted the overland trade routes. The art of sericulture had also been mastered by the 
Persians and Byzantines, and the heyday of the Silk Road was over. However, this did not mean the 
end of trade, and caravans continued to carry merchandise between cities, although many of these 
were disappearing as glacier-fed rivers began to dry up or shifted their courses, forcing communities 
to move to new locations and form new towns and settlements.

uyGurs, karakhanids and kara-khiTan

The Uygur Empire rose from the ashes of the Eastern Turkic Khanate in the eighth century, aided 
by their friendly relations with the Chinese. During this imperial period the Uygur Empire stretched 
from Manchuria to the Caspian Sea, with its capital, Ordu Baliq, in present-day Mongolia. However, 
the empire did not last long, and between 840 and 844 the powerful Kyrgyz tribe drove the Uygurs 
from their lands, and the tribes divided. Some settled in the Hexi Corridor of Gansu Province, and 
established kingdoms at Dunhuang and Zhangye; others moved westwards into the oases south of 
the Tien Shan, then occupied by the Indo-European Tokharian speakers. At this time the Tibetan 
empire was crumbling, and the Uygurs eventually gained control of the Silk Road trade routes, 
supplying horses to the Chinese and establishing independent kingdoms. They still utilized Sogdian 
middlemen, but slowly the use of Turkic languages and Uygur script broke the Sogdian monopoly. 
The Uygurs abandoned shamanist beliefs, and first adopted Manichaeism, then Buddhism and 
finally, from the 10th century on, Islam. 

he Uygur states in eastern Xinjiang, such as Kumul (Hami), Khocho (Gaochang) and 
as far west as Kucha formed a loose confederation known as the Kara-Khoja, but in 
the southwest the Karakhanid (Qarakhanid) Khanate grew, based around its capital at 

Kashgar. The Karakhanids were remnant nomadic tribes from the Uygur Empire who had moved 
west from Jungaria as it was taken over by Kyrgyz and Karluk tribes and formed a new power base 
in Semirech’e, Transoxiana and Kashgaria. 

Thus by the 10th century the entire Tarim Basin was effectively under the control of ruling 
clans with common roots traced back to the Uygur Empire. At this time the Karakhanids converted 
to Islam – this was the time of the literary luminaries Mohammed Kashgeri and Yusuf Has 
Hajib – and subsequently invaded the Buddhist kingdom of Khotan on the Southern Silk Road, 
forcibly converting its population to Islam. However, the Kara-Khoja states remained Manichaean 
and Buddhist, and were tolerant of other religions such as Christianity. The kingdom of Khocho 
enjoyed a golden period, its agriculture booming – it exported cotton, grapes and wine to China, and 
a surplus of grain made it affluent, allowing for the construction of opulent temples.
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Xinjiang was subdued between 1216 and 1218 – the eastern Uygur states had wisely offered 
allegiance to Genghis Khan in 1209, and thus survived the Mongol advance, retaining control of 
their kingdoms in return for supplying troops and taxes – and the cities of Bokhara and Samarkand 
were completely destroyed in 1220. With the death of Genghis in 1227 the empire was split as per his 
wishes into ulus or separate khanates for each of his four sons: his second son Chaghatai inherited the 
majority of the Kara-Khitan territory, including the Tarim region and the Ili Valley, where he made 
his capital, while his third son Ogedei controlled central Siberia and the Junggar Basin, including the 
lush grasslands of the Irtysh River and Altai and Tarbagatai mountains.

nevitably tensions mounted and turned violent, but it was Mongke, the son of Genghis’s 
youngest son Tolui, who eventually seized control of all Xinjiang and the Great Khanship. 
It was Mongke who came to agreement with Batu, son of Genghis’s eldest child Jochi, and 

khan of the Golden Horde in the west of the Mongol empire (today’s Kazakh steppe and beyond), 
to divide the great steppe following a line from the Altai through the Tarbagatai to the Ili Valley, 
splitting Semirech’e and foreshadowing future delineations between the lands of Russia and China 
many centuries later.

Kublai Khan (1216–1294), the grandson of Genghis and Mongke’s younger brother, 
completed the conquest of China in 1279 and founded the Yuan Dynasty, establishing his capital 
at Khanbalik (present-day Beijing). Kublai had many contenders for power in the Xinjiang region, 
and waged war with pretenders of both Chaghatayid and Ogedeid descent, in particular Khaidu 
(Qaydu), who although a member of the house of Ogedei, controlled much of the Chaghatai Khanate 
until the beginning of the 14th century. 

Less ruthless and more tolerant than his grandfather, Kublai permitted a certain degree 
of religious freedom, resulting in the conversion of many Mongols to Islam. Since the Mongols 
controlled much of the territory of the old Silk Road, overland trade was re-established with Europe 
and a cosmopolitan culture flourished. Marco Polo’s father and uncle, visiting the empire in the 
13th century, were asked to bring 100 Christian priests to China on their return journey so that the 
Mongol ruler could learn more about the Western religion. 

Within the Mongol government Uygurs proved invaluable, using their administrative skills 
to facilitate the empire’s growth. But the Mongols proved to be poor and corrupt administrators. A 
Chinese adviser to the court remarked, “you may conquer a great empire on a horse, but it cannot be 
ruled from the back of the horse”. The Mongol Empire began to disintegrate in the late 1200s and fell 
apart completely with the death of Kublai. 

The rise oF  isLam

After the fall of the Mongol Yuan Dynasty, Xinjiang split up into khanates, with a great deal of 
fighting between small feudal rulers, mainly of Chaghatayid descent but controlled by powerful 
Mongol Dughlat emirs. In the 1330s the Chaghatai Khanate was divided into two, one half covering 

TWo earLy WesTern TraveLLers 
arco Polo (1254–1324): The most 
famous Western foreigners to make 

the great overland journey were the Polo 
family. Around 1263 the Venetian traders, 
Nicolo and Maffeo Polo (Marco’s father and 
uncle), set off to sell their luxury goods in the 
Volga River region. Unable to return home 
due to a war, they joined a Mongol tribute 
mission to Khanbalik, Kublai Khan’s capital 
at Beijing. The Great Khan took a liking to 
the Polos and through them asked the Pope to 
send “a hundred men learned in the Christian 
religion, well versed in the seven arts, and able 
to demonstrate the superiority of their own 
beliefs.”

In 1271, Marco, then 17, joined the Polo 
brothers on their return journey, which carried 
blessings and credentials from the Pope. They 
took the overland route via Persia and Central 
Asia to the Oxus River, across the Pamirs into 
present-day Xinjiang, and along the Southern 
Silk Road to Dunhuang, finally arriving at the 
Great Khan’s court of Shangtu in 1275. The 
Polos were to remain in China for about 17 
years, and Marco, who became something of 
a court favourite, is believed to have held an 
official post. They left in 1292 by sea, escorting 

a Mongol princess to Persia and arriving back 
in Venice in 1295.

Benedict de Goes (1562–1607): Even 
as late as the early 17th century, the debate 
continued whether or not Marco Polo’s 
Cathay and the Empire of China were one 
and the same. In 1602, Benedict de Goes, a 
lay Jesuit from the Azores, was chosen by his 
order to follow in Marco Polo’s footsteps. He 
set off from India disguised as an Armenian 
trader. He was haunted by the constant fear of 
being exposed as a non-Muslim but managed 
to join a caravan of 500 merchants bound 
for Kabul. There, he joined another caravan, 
which in spite of great caution was attacked, 
and its remnants struggled over the Pamir 
passes to reach Yarkand (Shache) in 1603. A 
year later, he joined an eastbound merchant 
caravan and, from travellers along the way, 
learned that Jesuits had found favour at the 
Ming Court. This convinced him that Cathay 
was indeed China. While his caravan waited 
in Jiuqian for permission to continue, de 
Goes became impoverished through dealings 
with Muslim merchants. Despondent at not 
hearing from the Jesuits in Beijing, he soon fell 
ill. The Jesuits’ emissary arrived in 1607, just in 
time to watch de Goes die.
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Transoxiana, an area which had converted mostly to Islam, the other half known as Moghulistan 
(the Persian name for Mongols was “Moghuls”), comprising shamanistic, Buddhist and Christian 
peoples based around Issyk-Kul and the Ili Valley, and controlling Jungaria, and the Turpan and 
Tarim basins. 

Power in the western half devolved into the hands of several tribal leaders, most notably the 
Qara’unas, who appointed khans who were mere puppets. However, in the Ili Valley the Dughlats 
chose one Tughluq (Telug) Timur to be the khan of Moghulistan, and this proved to be a momentous 
decision. Timur was no figurehead ruler; he quickly established himself as a capable and forceful 
khan. Soon after his ascension he converted to Islam, and this resulted in the emirs of Moghulistan 
doing the same, although the general population of the region was slower in converting. 

During his reign (1347–63), Tughluq Timur twice invaded and conquered Transoxiana in 
the hope that he could reunify the Chaghatai Khanate, and during this time he met with a young 
Tamerlane (1336–1405). But his dream was not to last, and within half a dozen years of his death in 
1363, Tamerlane had come to power and begun his conquest of large parts of Central Asia, including 
an incursion into the Tarim Basin in 1389, when he penetrated as far as Karashahr. Tamerlane had 
grand plans to re-create the Mongol Empire, but he died whilst preparing an invasion of Xinjiang. 

In Moghulistan after Teghluq Timur’s death a Dughlat emir named Qamar ad-Din had seized 
control, having all but one of Timur’s family killed. The surviving son, Khizr Khwaja, was raised 
in hiding but emerged to claim the throne after Qamar fled from Tamerlane’s army into the Altai 
mountains. Khizr made a pact with Tamerlane, and then in the 1390s proceeded to attack the Kara-
Khoja kingdom in Turpan, known as Uyguristan and still Buddhist. Khizr is credited with forcing 
the population of Uyguristan to convert to Islam, although Buddhism survived until well into the 
15th century before Islam finally achieved domination.

ince the 13th century the oases to the south of the Taklamakan had been ruled by Dughlats, 
ostensibly answering to the Chaghatai khans, but often rebelling – Kashgar managed to 
be independent from Moghulistan between 1416 and 1435. In 1465 a Dughlat named 

Mirza Abu-Bakr founded an independent kingdom at Yarkand, successfully repelling attacks by 
the ruler of Moghulistan at the time, Yunus Khan. He extended his sphere of control to Kashgar 
and Khotan and remained in power for 48 years, finally being deposed in 1514 by Yunus Khan’s 
grandson, Sultan Said Khan.

As a Chaghatai Khan, Sultan Said (Saiyid) Khan was seen by the general populace as an 
eminently acceptable replacement to the tyrannical Abu-Bakr. Said Khan set himself up in Kashgaria, 
also using Yarkand as his capital, and reached a peaceful agreement with his brother Mansur, who 
ruled Aksu, Kucha, Karashahr, Turpan and the Ili Valley, thus establishing the Yarkand Khanate, 
which would last until 1682. 

Meanwhile, elsewhere in Xinjiang other significant developments were taking place. The 
Ming Dynasty (1368–1644), which took little interest in the violent power struggles in the remote 

west, nevertheless had tried to keep an element of control in the Turpan region until Yunus Khan 
reunited it with Moghulistan, and maintained a military stronghold in eastern Xinjiang at Hami. 
This was a source of conflict between the Ming and Chaghatai rulers, and there were many attacks 
and much plundering in this region until the mid-1500s.

More important however was the emergence in northern Xinjiang of a new nomadic 
confederation made up of Mongols from western Mongolia (unrelated to Genghis Khan), the Oirats 
(including the Eleuths and Kalmyks or Kalmuks), who had caused the Ming problems before being 
forced west into the mountains and steppes of Jungaria. A sub-group of the Oirat confederation 
called the Junggar would create the final great nomadic empire in Central Asia, thereby putting in 
motion events that would define Xinjiang – and all the vast lands across its western borders – as we 
know them today.

junGGar and QinG sTruGGLes

y the 16th century, the entire Taklamakan region was thoroughly entrenched in Islam; 
Buddhist stupas and temples were either destroyed or left to crumble. The Ming Dynasty, 
nearing the end of its hold on power, had virtually shut China off from the outside world, 

effectively ending the centuries-old influx of foreign ideas and culture. Islam brought a whole new 
mix of religion, art and architecture that today is the root of Uygur culture in Xinjiang, and this 

linked it to the western states of Central and 
southern Asia rather than to China in the east. 

Sufis – Islamic mystics – began to proselytize 
their version of Islam throughout Xinjiang, from 
the mountains of the Pamirs to the desert oases 
and the Kazakh grasslands of the north, where 
they encountered the Buddhist Junggar Empire, 
which was growing in power and beginning to 
exert control over the northern Tarim Basin. 
Sufis of the Naqshbandiyya order (tariqa) 
were particularly successful in Moghulistan and 
Kashgaria, and in the late 16th century Khoja 
Ishaq Wali moved from Transoxiana to the Tarim 
Basin and set up the Ishaqiyya Sufi order based 
in the Kashgar region (“Khoja” was a Persian title 
meaning “lord”). 

Chinese Soldier, 1793, by William Alexander, an English artist who 
accompanied Earl Macartney, Britain’s envoy to China.
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n the early 17th century another Sufi master arrived from the west, Khoja Muhammad 
Yusuf, but such was his success preaching in the oasis cities of the Tarim and Turpan 
basins that jealous members of the Ishaqi order poisoned him. Yusuf ’s son, Khoja Afaq, 

continued his work, and his branch of the Naqshbandiyya became known as the Afaqiyya. The two 
branches grew powerful, effectively gaining secular power of the region, but all the while despising 
each other. Khoja Afaq initially found favour with Khan Abdullah of the Yarkand Khanate, but 
when the ruler went on Hajj to Mecca, his son, Ismail Khan, who was in league with the Ishaqis, 
drove Afaq out of Kashgar.

Afaq went first to Kashmir, then Tibet, where he asked for assistance from the Fifth Dalai Lama 
in regaining power in Kashgaria. The Tibetan ruler agreed, and sent a message – effectively an order 
– to Galdan, chief of the Tibetan Buddhist Junggar confederation, to help Afaq. This he gladly did, 
sweeping south and conquering the Tarim Basin, in return for an annual levy from the Afaqis. (The 
Abakh Khoja Tomb in Kashgar is the resting place of Khoja Afaq.) Conflict between the two Sufi sects 
continued from oasis to oasis for some time, but other events would soon overshadow Xinjiang.

The Ming Dynasty had by now been replaced by a ruling house from northern China, the 
Manchus, themselves with a nomadic background. The Qing Dynasty (1644–1911), like the Tang 
and Han before it, faced serious opposition from a powerful nomadic empire to the north that 
drew on a rich source of agriculture and livestock in the western region encompassing Xinjiang. 
The Junggar Empire had grown throughout the 17th century, forcing the Kazakh tribes west and 
exacting tribute from the Tarim Basin states, and by the early 18th century its threat to Qing China 
was considerable. 

ecades of conflict between the two powers had resolved nothing, but when, in the 
1750s, arguments over succession caused problems among the Junggar clans, Emperor 
Qianlong (ruled 1735–1796) decided to take advantage of the instability, allying 

himself with defecting Oirat tribes and launching a full-scale attack on the Junggar. The Qing’s huge 
agricultural tax base, advanced technology and logistical strength, combined with the fact that its 
steppe background allowed it a greater understanding of Junggar strengths and weaknesses, gave 
its army the advantage, and it swept through the eastern regions and conquered Jungaria easily, 
capturing Kulja (Ghulja, on the site of modern-day Yining) and the Ili Valley in 1755. 

When his erstwhile Oirat allies rebelled against Qianlong’s plans to split up Jungaria, the 
emperor was merciless in reprisal, ordering his troops to systematically wipe out the Junggar nation. 
This was done so successfully that all that remains of this once great tribal confederation is the name 
given to the lands where it once thrived. 

In Kulja Qianlong had found two brothers of the Afaqi sect, kept by the Junggars as hostages. 
He decided to support them in a campaign to take control of the Tarim Basin, thus ensuring 
a position of influence there, but in typically treacherous style the Afaqis reneged on their deal, 

refused to recognize any allegiance to Qianlong and slaughtered his envoys. Thus, although he had 
not originally intended to invade the southern desert lands, Qianlong was forced to retaliate and 
take each oasis city one by one, until by 1759 the entire Tarim Basin was under Qing control.

Qianlong placed this vast new dominion under the direct control of a single military official, 
known as the General of Ili, who was headquartered at the fort of Huiyuan, 30 kilometres west 
of Kulja. The massacre of the Junggars had left much of Jungaria’s rich grasslands and mountains 
empty of people, and the Qing repopulated the region with “banner troops”, military forces who were 
self-sufficient and able to develop the land around them. The idea was to form an effective security 
blanket over a volatile region without draining imperial resources in the east. At this time the Torghut 
Mongols returned from the west and were welcomed and given land in and around the Tien Shan.

he late 18th century saw the first use of the term “Xinjiang”, or “New Territory”. To 
minimize the risk of revolt the Qing left government of the southern oases in the hands of 
local Muslim leaders known as begs, while another system used jasaks, or princely rulers, 

who governed over important areas but answered to the Qing government and could be removed 
at any time – Emin Khoja, the ruler of Turpan, was one such trusted jasak. Unfortunately many 
instances of egregious abuse of these systems by local rulers often resulted in unrest, rebellion and 
retribution. 

However, life under the Qing was in many ways less dangerous and more productive than 
it had been for centuries. They introduced a new monetary system, and actively encouraged 
agricultural development throughout the region. By the early 19th century they were permitting 
large-scale colonization of eastern and northern Xinjiang by Han Chinese, who were given prime 
lands previously held by Uygurs and Kazakhs and exempted from certain taxes. Inevitably this was 
to cause friction between the colonists and indigenous populations. 

The Qing had 50,000 troops stationed in Xinjiang by the mid-19th century, and to supply 
them the tuntian (state military farm) model was used. This was the predecessor of the Xinjiang 
Production and Construction Corps that was to come in the latter half of the 20th century, but even 
these farms could not fully supply the military government, which was forced to request regular 
large stipends from the Qing court, something it could ill afford at that time. 

The rise of the Khokand kingdom to the west of Kashgar in the Ferghana Valley, and the 
invasion of Kashgaria by Jahangir Khoja allied with Kyrgyz troops, resulted in a period of vicious 
warfare, with cities sacked and plundered, only to be recaptured and plundered once again. Jahangir 
was captured and executed, but his brother, Muhammad Yusuf Khoja carried on the conflict, backed 
by the Khokand rulers. Attempts to make peace with Khokand were only partially successful, and 
bloody rebellions continued, the last and most awful led by Khoja Wali Khan in 1857. The level of 
pillaging and appalling acts of reprisal left the local populace disgusted and filled with antipathy for 
both the Khojas and Chinese troops. 
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QinG ruLe in XinjianG

he traditional Chinese policy in the 
administration of Chinese Turkestan 

and Zungaria, since the decisive conquests 
under the Manchu Empire, now nearly three 
hundred years ago, has been straightforward. 
After establishing practicable frontiers, based 
on the mountain ranges dividing these far 
outer territories from the sphere of Russian 
power and influence, every effort was made, 
so far as the physical difficulties of great 
distance and intervening deserts would allow, 
to identify the province with China. The alien 
Ta Ch’ing dynasty created by the conquering 
Manchus merged their interests in those of 
China, and directed their policies toward 
fortifying an integral Chinese civilization, 
which should be rooted in the heart of China 
and overshadow all the frontiers.

To this end, the westward frontiers 
of what is now Hsin-chiang were closed, 
but from the side of China trade was 
encouraged and the development of wealth 
and civilization was fostered as far as was 
commensurate with keeping the subject races 
militarily impotent. The North Road and the 
South Road were, in still more momentous 
epochs, channels leading on to the still remoter 
West; but from this time the flow of wealth in 
these channels was controlled in a new sense. 
The province was no longer an intermediate 
region, but a terminal area into which 
flowed exports of men and manufactures, 
and those more imponderable exports, arts 
and civilization. From it, as if in tribute, 

returned the produce of the less civilized 
subject races, raw materials of all kinds and 
jade and precious metals. Yet, until the end 
of the nineteenth century, China derived 
no substantial revenue from this remote 
dominion. Motives of policy demanded that 
the Chinese, both in Mongolia and Chinese 
Turkestan, should concern themselves above all 
with the maintenance of the buffer territories 
between themselves and the countries of the 
West, and with preventing any undue increase 
of strength among the subject races of those 
territories. True commercial exploitation 
depended on the later appearance of new 
commercial interests. 

y the beginning of our century [the 
20th century], traffic became more 

important. The development of foreign trade 
on the coast of China stimulated the demand 
for raw materials. Though the foreigners could 
not trade in the interior, away from the Treaty 
Ports, the Chinese traders who dealt with 
the foreigners were encouraged to go farther 
and farther into the hinterland, in search of 
cheap raw materials. The trade of Mongolia 
and Hsin-chiang, especially, woke to a new 
importance. The demand for wool and camel 
hair became one of the standards of commerce, 
and in return for the wool sold to the foreigners 
the Chinese merchants were able to buy and 
transport increased quantities of cloth, tea, 
and manufactured articles for sale among their 
distant fellow-subjects. 

Owen Lattimore, High Tartary, 1930 

imPeriaL desiGns

Throughout Xinjiang’s various insurrections and the Qing’s implementation of development 
strategies in the late 18th and 19th centuries, the government in Beijing kept a close eye on major 
events beyond its borders, specifically the aggressive expansion into Central Asia by Tsarist Russia 
and, in retaliation to this, the British Empire’s increased interest in southern Xinjiang and other 
Central Asian kingdoms contiguous with its sphere of control on the Indian subcontinent. This was 
the beginning of the covert struggle between powers that came to be known euphemistically as the 
Great Game. Qing China looked on with concern as Russia took control of the Central Asian steppe 
and mountains along Xinjiang’s western border, massing troops within easy reach of Qing territory. 
The Qing court’s concern was well founded – Xinjiang’s economic frailty, the degeneration of the 
military farms and widespread misrule by those in power had left it poorly defended. 

or some time trade between China and Russia had been an important source of supplies 
and revenue, and in 1851, after much tricky negotiation, the Treaty of Kulja was signed, 
opening Kulja (Yining) and Chuguchak (Tacheng) to Russian commerce. The treaty 

allowed Russian merchants to trade for 8.5 months a year, and Russian consuls were permitted to 
live in both towns. Thus Russian trade flourished and Russian influence grew in the north and Ili 
Valley in particular. 

In 1862 uprisings in Gansu and Shanxi by Tungans (the name given to Chinese Muslims today 
known as Hui) put even more pressure on the increasingly beleaguered Qing Dynasty, and in 1864 a 
Tungan rebellion erupted in Xinjiang as well, beginning in Kucha but quickly spreading throughout 
the region. Where Uygurs outnumbered Tungans – such as Hotan – they too rebelled against the 
Qing authorities, but the idea that this was a united independence movement is erroneous: within a 
matter of months Xinjiang had become a fragmented region where petty warlords ruled and inter-
ethnic rivalries caused distrust and hatred.

Into this cauldron of discontent came the infamous character Yakub Beg, who was to figure 
large in inner-sanctum discussions in Beijing, London and St Petersburg for a decade or more. In 
1865 the ruler of Khokand sent an army led by Khoja Buzurg and Yakub Beg to assist the Kyrgyz who 
had taken Kashgar’s Muslim town. Beg quickly took Yengisar, displaced Buzurg, made a pact with 
the Tungans and drove the Chinese out of Kashgar, establishing himself as the Emir of Kashgaria in 
1867. Claiming to be a descendant of Tamerlane, he proceeded to conquer all of southern Xinjiang, 
breaking relations with the Tungans and taking Kucha, then moving east as far as Urumqi, Turpan 
and Hami, recruiting local minorities along the way. 

Most Muslims disliked Beg as much as they disliked the Chinese – he was not Uygur but 
a Khokandi, and his dictatorship was characterized by bloody massacres, the rape and pillage of 
towns, secret police and high taxes. Attempting to carve out his own kingdom but surrounded by 
potential enemies, Beg trod a fine line of foreign diplomacy, signing commercial treaties with both 
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n the early 19th century, Russian troops 
began a great expansion south through the 

Caucasus Mountains (now in Georgia) towards 
Persia. Initially, when Napoleon Bonaparte 
temporarily aligned himself with Tsar Alexander 
I and planned to march across Persia and 
Afghanistan into British India, London was not 
alarmed. But Britain was immediately alert to 
the vulnerability of the no-man’s land north of 
the subcontinent and its strategic importance to 
both Britain and Russia. Although nothing came 
of Napoleon’s elaborate plan, Russia continued 
its drive through the khanates of the former Silk 
Road in Central Asia for the next 50 years.

Until the early 20th century, the two rival 
imperialist powers were locked in an often 
subtle, sometimes overt struggle for control of 
the region, stretching from the Caucasus in the 
west through Central Asia to Chinese Turkestan 
and Tibet in the east. Russia was determined 
to gain access to the fabled riches of India – the 
source of Britain’s power and wealth – through 
the uncharted mountain passes of the Pamir and 
Karakoram Mountains, while Britain fought 
to keep the Russians out by maintaining a loyal 
string of buffer states along the Indian borders. 
Power in this remote area rested more upon 
gathering intelligence and surveying the uncharted 
mountain passes than on high-level diplomacy. 
Despite the dangers involved, mostly from hostile 
tribes and khanates in the region, adventurous 
and patriotic British officers eagerly volunteered 
to map the region, report on Russian movements 

The GreaT Game 
and try to entice the suspicious khans into aligning 
themselves with Britain. Explorations were carried 
out under the guise of “shooting expeditions” or 
“geographical surveys” by the British, and “scientific 
expeditions” by the Russians. They ventured 
into dangerous and unknown territory, often in 
clever disguises; many never returned and lie in 
unmarked graves throughout the dry mountain 
passes of Central Asia.

undits, Indian explorers highly trained in 
secret surveying techniques, were employed 

by Captain Thomas Montgomerie of the Indian 
Survey, a mammoth agency in charge of providing 
the government with maps of the subcontinent 
and surrounding regions. It was politically sensitive 
for British officers to travel into the dangerous 
regions of Afghanistan, Turkestan and Tibet, 
beyond India’s borders. Their deaths could not 
be avenged if they were accused of spying and 
murdered by suspicious khanates, wary of foreign 
threats to their power. Pundits, as native Indians, 
were less likely to be detected and could be more 
readily disowned if they were caught or killed. 
Disguised as Buddhist pilgrims, they mapped 
unknown regions, keeping track of their paces per 
day, counting them on prayer beads to measure 
distances, and noting these measurements on  
scroll paper hidden inside hand-held prayer 
wheels. A compass was concealed in the lid of the 
prayer wheel, and thermometers, for estimating 
altitudes, were hidden in the lid of the stave. 
Although the pundits were rarely rewarded for 
their bravery and cunning, this dangerous work 

was immortalized in Rudyard Kipling’s Kim. 

The theatrics and intrigue of this Great Game, 
as it was called (bolshaya igra in Russian), was as 
exciting for armchair strategists as it was for the 
players. Volumes of books, articles, pamphlets 
and editorials written about the perceived threat 
of the enemy’s position in Central Asia dictated 
official foreign policy, and intrigued the public 
with stories about politics and adventures in the 
exotic kingdoms of Ladakh, Bokhara, Khokand 
and others.

A Russian secret mission reached Kashgar 
in 1858, and in the 1860s Russia occupied 
Tashkent (one of the richest cities in Central 
Asia), Samarkand and Bokhara. At the same time, 
Yakub Beg established himself as ruler in Kashgar 
and played Russia and Britain against each other, 
establishing treaties with both powers in an effort 
to gain international recognition for his kingdom 
(which neither would do publicly for fear of 
angering the Chinese government). Yakub Beg’s 
control spread, and soon threatened the Yili (Ili) 
region with its strategic access to the southern 
Russian frontier and rich minerals. In 1871, to the 
consternation of the Chinese government, the 
Russians occupied Yili. Six years later, a Chinese 
army under the command of General Zuo 
Zongtang finally defeated Yakub Beg and restored 
Chinese command in the region.

In the 1870s, the Russians took Khiva and 
Khokand. In 1884, Russia’s annexation of Merv 
near the Persian border gave them access to Persia 
and Afghanistan. Strategically close to British 
India, they were blocked only by the formidable 
High Pamirs and Karakoram ranges; Britain and 
Russia came close to war. By the end of the 1880s 

the Russians were sending intelligence-gathering 
sorties into the Pamir region. British Indian 
forces subdued the unreliable tribes along the 
Indian frontier in an attempt to block Russian 
encroachment.

n 1888, Captain Gromchevsky, a Russian 
explorer, entered the remote Kingdom 

of Hunza (now in Pakistan) and was favourably 
received by the volatile khan in an area considered 
to be within the British sphere of influence. Worse, 
Hunza raiders, later discovered to be envoys of 
the khan himself, were using a secret pass to attack 
trade caravans in the mountains between Leh 
and Yarkand (Shache). Determined to find this 
important pass before the Russians, Lt (later Col 
Sir) Francis Younghusband set out for Hunza. He 
ran into Gromchevsky high up in the Karakorams 
and shared a meal of vodka and blinis with him 
while discussing the rivalry between their two 
countries. The next day, Younghusband proceeded 
on to Hunza to secure British interests there. 
According to Younghusband, the notorious Khan 
of Hunza, Safdar Ali (who had seized power by 
killing his mother and father and throwing his two 
brothers over a cliff) was “under the impression 
that the Empress of India, the Tsar of Russia and 
the Emperor of China were chiefs of neighbouring 
tribes”.

With the establishment in 1890 of a British 
Indian Agency in Kashgar, the city became a 
crucial listening post for the British. George (later 
Sir George) Macartney spent 26 years here as the 
British consul-general, creating a vast intelligence-
gathering network that kept a particularly wary 
eye on the Russians while forging closer ties 
with the Chinese governor. Relations with the 
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all-powerful Russian consul, Nikolai Petrovsky, 
were tenuous. Petrovsky also had a network 
of spies whose tentacles spread everywhere. 
Younghusband came to Kashgar with the young 
Macartney to persuade the Chinese to occupy 
the Pamir region directly west of their territory, 
thereby filling in the gap between China and 
Afghanistan. The Russians learned of this plan 
(via Petrovsky) and moved in first.

The easy defeat of Tsar Nicholas’s navy 
by the Japanese in 1905 so demoralized the 
Russians and crushed their dreams of a Far 
Eastern Empire that they signed the historic 
Russo-British Convention in 1907, which 
ended the first round of the Great Game. The 
terms of this treaty give a good indication of 
the imperialist manner in which both countries 
managed their international affairs. Both 
Britain and Russia agreed to stay out of Tibet 
except officially through China; Afghanistan 
was considered to be within Britain’s sphere 
of influence, but she agreed not to interfere in 
Afghanistan’s domestic politics; and lastly, both 
agreed to leave the territory that was to become 
Pakistan independent but divide it in two, 
the north and centre to Russia, the south and 
Arabian Gulf access to Britain.

The Russian Revolution of 1917 began the 
second phase of the Great Game. The Russian 
eastern front collapsed and the Bolsheviks 
tore up the landmark treaty. Lenin planned 
to subdue the East with Marxism and stated 
bluntly: “England is our greatest enemy. It is in 
India that we must strike them hardest... The 
East will help us to conquer the West.”

The White Russian armies retreated 
westwards, setting up resistance fortifications 
in Central Asia, where Muslims were 
trying to throw out the Russians altogether. 
The fabulously wealthy Emir of Bokhara 
approached Colonel Percy Etherton in Kashgar 
with a plan to secretly deposit his fortune 
of some £35 million in gold and silver for 
safekeeping in the Consulate-General. 

therton could not accommodate so 
great a treasure but did assist in the 

escape of the emir, whose treasure fell into the 
hands of the Bolsheviks. Etherton widened his 
network of spies and his propaganda efforts 
were formidable; the Russians in Tashkent put 
a price on his head.

By the mid-1930s Russia and Britain were 
preoccupied with the growing threat of fascism 
in Europe, and at the end of World War II 
Britain faced the disintegration of her empire, 
including the loss and partition of India in 
1947. In China, the Communist Party came to 
power two years later, completing the turnover 
of players and inaugurating a new phase in 
the Great Game. With the disintegration 
of the Soviet Union and the creation of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in 
1991, China suddenly found itself bordering on 
three new countries – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan – and dealing with three nascent 
governments. Today, rather than a power 
struggle over control of geographic regions, the 
“Game” continues through jockeying for control 
and influence over Central Asia’s huge energy 
reserves – as well as its vital water resources.

the British and Russians, as both powers wanted to establish strong relations with local rulers in an 
effort to extend their own area of control. But Beg’s greatest fear was reprisal by the Qing, despite its  
declining power, and sure enough in spring of 1877 a carefully prepared, well-supplied and well-
armed force of 60,000 soldiers moved into Xinjiang from Gansu under the command of Zuo 
Zongtang (Tso Tsung-t’ang), a brilliant Hunanese general. Zuo quickly and methodically retook 
the region, town by town, first dealing with the Tungan defenders of Hami, Turpan and Urumqi, 
and after Yakub Beg’s sudden death in Korla in May moving swiftly south to capture Kashgar by the 
end of the year. 

ith the fall of Hotan in 1878 the Tarim Basin and southern Junggar Basin were once 
again firmly under Qing control; the Ili Valley, however, was an entirely different matter. 
In 1871, ostensibly to protect the lives and livelihoods of its citizens, Russian forces had 

advanced up the Ili River and taken over Kulja and the entire valley. Russia would dearly have loved 
to keep it, but having assured the Qing court at the time that it would relinquish control as soon as 
the political situation had stabilized, and more importantly with Zuo’s battle-hardened army on the 
doorstep, it was forced to enter negotiations for the Ili region’s return to Chinese control. After a 
farcical attempt at a settlement (the Treaty of Livadia in 1879) was quashed by the Qing court for its 
scandalous concessions to Russia, a skilled diplomat, Zeng Jize, was sent to negotiate an acceptable 
agreement. The result was the Treaty of St Petersburg, signed in February 1881, by which China 
paid a sum of nine million roubles for the return of the Ili Valley east of the Horgos River, and Russia 
was granted customs-free trade rights in Xinjiang and Mongolia.

With the Ili Valley situation settled, the Qing’s focus returned to the region as a whole. 
Xinjiang was in a poor state on all fronts, with little semblance of proper governance visible, many 
ethnic communities decimated or displaced, and much agricultural land ruined. Many advisers at 
the Qing court lobbied for Xinjiang to be discarded and the country’s resources used instead to 
bolster its coastal defences and the island of Formosa, or Taiwan, against the threat from Japanese 
expansionism; others argued that Xinjiang remained vital as a buffer between China and the Russian 
Empire. First Zuo and then General Liu Jintang put forward the case for Xinjiang to be given 
provincial status, arguing that in the long run this would be the cheapest and safest way to ensure 
stability in the region. 

In the end the Qing court agreed, and in 1884 Xinjiang Province was officially created. From 
this point on the name “Xinjiang” would officially replace the many and various historical names by 
which the region had been known (the Western Regions, Jungaria, Chinese Turkestan, Uyguristan, 
Kashgaria, Moghulistan and Altishahr, among others). For the first time, the vast lands to the north 
and south of the Tien Shan would be grouped together as a single geopolitical and administrative 
entity.
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WhaT’s in a name?
he use of the name Uighur has been 

revived in Sinkiang only in recent years. 
Historically it first appears in the records of 
the T’ang Dynasty (618–907) as the name 
of a tribal confederation of pastoral nomads 
living along the Selega River, in what is now 
the northern part of the Mongolian People’s 
Republic. From 745 to 840, warriors of this 
confederation penetrated into Inner Asia north 
and south of the Tien Shan. In 840 the Uighur 
power in Mongolia was destroyed by Kirghiz 
from the Lake Baikal-Yenisei area. Some of the 
Uighur warrior class succeeded in withdrawing 
southwest, where they took over the oases north 
of the Tien Shan, infiltrated in large numbers 
into the oases south of the mountains, and made 
themselves the rulers of a settled population. 
From Chinese transcriptions of the name 
Uighur, like Hui-hu and Wei-wu-erh, there was 
eventually formed the name “Hui” or “Hui-hui,” 
the popular Chinese term for all Moslems.

The people or peoples among whom the 
Uighurs were absorbed but to whom they gave 
their name had for half a millennium or so 
enjoyed flourishing civilizations. From the oases 
of easternmost Sinkiang have been recovered 
documents dating from the first century A.D., 
written in the Sogdian script. The language of 
these documents has been identified as belonging 
to the Indo-Iranian group; the main centers 
of the Soghds were Samarkand and Bokhara, 
but their language was widely used in Inner 
Asia, especially by traders. The Khotan oasis 
has given up documents in the Tokharian 

language and also in the Saka language, also 
belonging to the Indo-Iranian group, which 
date from 200–400 A.D. and are written in 
the Karoshthi script, which came from India. 
The Saka civilization was related to the Kushan 
culture in northwestern India, and like it 
showed marked Hellenistic influences. In the 
same period there flourished in the Kucha and 
Turfan oases a civilization which also used the 
Tokharian language. What is most interesting 
about this language is that it belongs, like the 
Indo-Iranian languages just mentioned, to the 
larger Indo-European family, but unlike them 
has more affinity with languages of the “Kentum 
group” spoken in western Europe than with those 
farther east.

Besides speaking Indo-European languages 
the pre-Uighur peoples were distinguished by 
their devotion to Buddhism and Greco-Buddhist 
art, and to Manichaeism. The most important 
literary and artistic treasures from the Tarim 
Basin are connected with these religions.

When the Uighurs penetrated to the Tarim 
area, they had already felt the influence of 
Manichaeism through Sogdian traders. After 
their contact with the settled population, 
numbers of the Uighurs were converted to 
Buddhism. In turn they established their own 
language among the indigenous people. Both 
groups were also influenced at an early period by 
Nestorian Christianity. 

Subsequently Islam became the dominant 
religion in the whole area. The Kashgar region 
was first converted in the tenth century, but 

Islam spread slowly and did not completely 
drive out Buddhism until the sixteenth 
century.

The period of Uighur domination was 
brought to an end in the first quarter of the 
twelfth century by the invasion of the Khara 
Khitai, who at the beginning of the thirteenth 
century were in turn overthrown by Jenghis 
Khan. Mongol Khans continued to rule 
over the area even after the Mongol (Yuan) 
Dynasty was overthrown in China. The period 
of Mongol ascendancy was marked by a dual 
system of administration in which native 
princes, ecclesiastical leaders, and commune 
elders retained a considerable degree of 
authority. With the weakening of the Mongol 
hold the Moslem prelates, called khojas, were 
able to take over complete control in 1566 and 
establish what was virtually a theocratic state. 
Their influence continued to some extent even 
after the invasion by the Jungar Mongols in 
1650 and the replacement of Jungar rule by the 
Manchus in 1756.

n the checkered history of Sinkiang 
the Uighurs appear as only one of many 

invading peoples. Despite the fact that in the 
process of amalgamating with the indigenous 
population the Uighurs were able to impose 
their own language on the other peoples, the 
total importance of their influence should 
not be exaggerated. Physically the present 
population of the Tarim Basin is more akin to 
the Alpine than to the Mongoloid type. The 
culture, way of life, and other aspects of the 
present population also owe little to the Uighurs 
who rode out of Mongolia in the ninth century. 

he revived use of the name Uighur in 
Sinkiang, though justified by the fact that the 

Uighur language is used by the people who now 
once more call themselves Uighur, is primarily 
political in motivation…

…During the Manchu period the population 
of the Tarim Basin was generally referred to in 
documents as Ch’an Hui, or Turbaned Moslems, 
and in the Chinese spoken language as Ch’an-
t’ou, or Turbaned Heads. When foreigners 
first began to penetrate the area in numbers 
in the nineteenth century, they referred to the 
population either as “Turkis” or as “Sarts” and 
to the region as Turkistan… though the term has 
never had any administrative significance there…

At a meeting held in Tashkent in 1921 a 
small number of emigrants from the Tarim Basin 
living in Soviet Central Asia demanded that the 
name Uighur be revived. In 1934 the Provincial 
Government of Sinkiang accepted a resolution 
from the Association for the Promotion of 
Uighur Education for a formal change to this 
name. A resolution adopting the new name was 
promulgated in that year under the signature of 
Sheng Shih-ts’ai and Khoja Niaz, a nationalist 
leader who had been instrumental in setting 
up the abortive East Turkistan Republic in the 
Turfan area in the early thirties. The growing use 
of the name Uighur is a measure of increasing 
national consciousness among people who for 
several centuries had referred to themselves only 
as Kashgarliks, Turfanliks, and so on – that is, 
as inhabitants of a particular oasis.

Owen Lattimore, Pivot of Asia: Sinkiang and the 
Inner Asian Frontiers of China and Russia, 1950 
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Provincial StatuS and Warlord rule

injiang’s status as a province marked a significant change in China’s policy within its borders. 
Gone was the military government, and with the creation of counties and prefectures 
governed by civil officials of almost exclusively Han descent – an administrative system 

known as junxian – local ethnic rulers were stripped of their powers or marginalized. Liu Jintang, 
the new province’s first governor, began an agrarian reclamation programme designed to rejuvenate 
Xinjiang’s agriculture-based economy, attracting migrants from eastern China with subsidized loans 
and land. He also began a sweeping educational programme, opening Confucian-style schools for 
Uygurs, a move that was not received well in southern Xinjiang, where schooling followed a religious 
style of maktaps (local schools) and madrasas (colleges attached to shrines and mosques).

Interestingly, at this time many Uygurs were relocated to the Ili Valley and Junggar Basin to 
repopulate areas that had suffered a depletion of ethnic groups and communities during the chaos 
of the previous decades. Where in centuries past the Uygur population had been almost exclusively 
distributed around the Tarim and Turpan basins, by the beginning of the 20th century Uygurs had 
spread throughout Xinjiang and almost doubled in numbers (though they remained concentrated in 
southern Xinjiang, where they comprised the vast majority of the local populace in the oasis towns).

The Boxer Rebellion of 1900 in northern China spelt the beginning of the end for the Qing 
Dynasty, but more important to Xinjiang was the completion of Russia’s Trans-Siberian Railroad, 
which opened up even greater trading possibilities between Xinjiang and Russia. Xinjiang exported 
brick tea and cotton in large amounts, in return for hides and furs, livestock and manufactured goods 
from Russia. Russian merchants gained more and more influence over commerce in Xinjiang, their 
produce considerably cheaper than equivalent items from China because of the easier supply routes 
from the west.

With the fall of the Qing Dynasty in 1911 and the creation of the Republic of China in 
1912, Xinjiang was effectively left to self-rule. Revolutionary elements in the Ili Valley and the 
mainly Hunanese army that had reconquered Xinjiang tried to take control, but after Xinjiang’s last 
governor, Yuan Dahua, recognized the Republic of China then retired and fled the province, one of 
his subordinates, a judiciary official named Yang Zengxin, took control of Urumqi, and through 
cunning political manoeuvring proceeded to neutralize his Ili and Hunanese opponents, eventually 
gaining overall power throughout Xinjiang until his death in 1928. 

Yang was a mandarin from Yunnan Province who ruled through a combination of shrewd 
governance, wily negotiation and brutal enforcement. He maintained control over his vast territory 
by placing other Yunnanese, as well as family members, in strategically important positions, creating 
a conduit of reliable information that kept him fully aware of unrest and potential rebellion. Yang was 
merciless when crossed: on one particularly memorable occasion he invited a group of Yunnanese 
military officers to a Chinese New Year banquet; having been tipped off that they were conspiring 
against him, Yang drank congenially with them, then suddenly signalled to his guards, who beheaded 
three of the officers at the table, leaving Yang, unruffled, to languidly finish his meal. 

Xinjiang’s continuing fiscal troubles were made worse by the cessation of the annual stipend 
from the Qing coffers. When revolution swept away the Russian Empire and paved the way for 
the new Soviet Union, Yang was forced to navigate a political minefield as White Russian armies 
retreated into northern Xinjiang to escape from Bolshevik forces. Trade with Russia was vital to 
Xinjiang’s economy, so in spite of China’s frosty official relationship with the Soviets, Yang allowed 
the Bolsheviks to enter Xinjiang and drive the remnants of the White army into Mongolia. He then 
made trade agreements with the Soviets that allowed more consulates to be opened in the north, 
further increasing Xinjiang’s dependence on Russian commerce.

Fittingly, Yang’s death in 1928 came at a dinner banquet, when he was assassinated by soldiers 
loyal to a disaffected official named Fan Yaonan. Although Fan tried to seize control of the province 
he was quickly caught and executed by Yang’s second in command, Jin Shuren, who was then 
granted the governorship of Xinjiang by the Kuomintang (KMT) government in Nanjing, to whom 
Xinjiang still nominally owed allegiance.

However, where Yang had, for all his brutality and wheeler-dealing, administered Xinjiang 
in a manner that kept it from implosion or subsumption by the Russians, Jin Shuren was unable to 
maintain equilibrium. A less than competent ruler, he tried to combat fiscal deficits by raising taxes 
and printing money in absurd amounts. He also treated local ethnic groups so badly, appointing Han 
officials to “manage” them, that within a few years the region was ripe for revolt. 

n 1931 the Hami Rebellion was set off by a Han tax collector named Zhang, who forced 
a Uygur to give his daughter to him as a wife. Jin had recently abolished the Hami khanate, 
which had traditionally enjoyed special privileges because of its loyalty to the Qing rulers. 

This was an unwise move; the local Uygur population had for years begrudged Han settlement and 
preferential treatment, and the mob who attacked Zhang’s wedding celebration and killed him, 
sparked off a wide-ranging rebellion that called for the return of the khanate. Reinforcements from 
Urumqi moved in to quell the rebel forces, who sought help in Gansu from a young Hui warlord 
named Ma Zhongying. 

Ma was a charismatic and able military leader, and his successes led to independent uprisings 
of Uygurs, Huis, Kazakhs and Kyrgyz throughout Xinjiang in the winter of 1932–33. A coalition 
of Hui and Uygur forces moved in on Urumqi from the south and north, taking it in early 1933. 
However, a government military commander named Sheng Shicai, an experienced soldier from 
Liaoning Province who had trained in Japan, retook the city with a force of Chinese Manchus who 
had been repatriated into Xinjiang after retreating into Russia from invading Japanese forces in 
northeast China.

Jin Shuren alienated too many of his allies and was forced out of office in April 1933, and 
Sheng was made commander-in-chief and de facto ruler of the provincial government. He appealed 
to the Soviets for assistance in beating Ma’s forces, and with two Soviet brigades (including planes 
that dropped chemical bombs), he defeated the Hui-Uygur armies in January 1934 and forced Ma 
Zhongying to retreat southwest towards Kashgar.
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the eaSt turkeStan rePublicS

Meanwhile, Uygur rebellion in southern Xinjiang had followed a different path. Beginning in 
Khotan (Hotan), where an Islamic government was formed by Muhammad Emin Bughra, it had 
spread east and west, sacking Chinese-controlled Yarkand in spring 1933 with the help of Kyrgyz 
forces, then advancing on Kashgar, which throughout that year was to change hands frequently as 
various Hui, Uygur and Kyrgyz armies fought viciously over its Muslim town (Kashgar’s walled 
Chinese city remained under Chinese-Hui control). In November 1933 Sabit Damulla, a writer 
and publisher from Artush, declared the foundation of an independent state, the East Turkestan 
Republic (ETR), with Kashgar as its capital even though a Hui army held out in the fortress-like 
Chinese city. Khoja Niyaz, a veteran Uygur commander of the Hami Rebellion who was on his 
way south with a Uygur army at the time, was named president for life, and he entered Kashgar to 
great fanfare in January 1934. However, the republic was to be short-lived; in April 1934, after only 
five months, Niyaz and the government of the ETR were forced to retreat to Yengisar when the 
main Hui army, led by Ma Zhongying, entered Kashgar, uniting with Huis in the Chinese city and 
slaughtering thousands of civilian Uygurs in the Muslim city.

Curiously, Ma claimed authority in the name of the Nanjing government, but only three 
months later in July, he mysteriously disappeared across the border into Soviet territory, ostensibly 
to train with the Soviet army, and although his bemused officers received letters purportedly from 
him, he was never seen again, and the truth of his demise is not known. In his absence the Hui army 
maintained control of the Southern Silk Road oases, based around Khotan. 

hoja Niyaz in the meantime had made contact with Soviet agents in the Pamirs, and 
subsequently arrested Sabit Damulla and other ETR ministers, handing them over to 
the Soviets who had by this time advanced from Urumqi as far south as Aksu. Niyaz 

cut a deal with Sheng Shicai, and was made vice-chairman of the Xinjiang Provincial Government, 
while his colleague Mahmud Muhiti was made commander of Uygur and Chinese forces in 
southern Xinjiang, based in Kashgar. However, after an uneasy truce of a few years between the 
independent Huis and the untrustworthy Muhiti, a new uprising in 1937 gave Sheng enough reason 
to use Soviet troops again and put down all rebellion, regaining total control of Xinjiang for the 
provincial government. The Soviets were only too happy to help in stamping out any possibility of an 
Islamic state in Xinjiang, since this would have caused a ripple effect in its own Muslim-dominated 
territories across the border to the west (today’s Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan).

Sheng instituted agricultural reforms, religious freedom and recognition of distinct ethnicities; 
he built roads, schools and increased trade with the Soviet Union, but for this he had to rely heavily 
on Soviet advisers and huge loans from Moscow, which left him open to suspicion from the KMT 
government in Nanjing. Of course Sheng’s dictatorship, although resulting in some positives for the 
people of the region, was far from harmonious; he implemented Soviet-style security policies, and 

ordered a series of savage purges against any perceived “enemies of the people”; during his 10-year 
rule it is estimated that between 50,000 and 100,000 people were killed.

Sheng played a dangerous political game, switching allegiance between the Soviets and 
KMT depending on who he thought would best serve his ambitions. While still under Soviet 
influence he invited a group of Chinese Communists to Xinjiang, including Mao Zedong’s brother 
Mao Zemin, but in 1942, with Germany attacking the Soviet Union and Xinjiang’s economy 
healthier than it had been for some time, Sheng closed the province’s Soviet borders and began 
courting Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government. He had the Chinese Communists jailed and 
eventually executed (including Mao Zemin), oversaw the complete withdrawal of Soviet military 
forces, technical staff (including oil technicians for Xinjiang’s nascent oil industry) and advisers  
from the province, and allowed KMT forces to move into Xinjiang from the east. When in 1943 
the tide of World War II shifted and the Soviet Union prevailed over Germany, Sheng attempted 
to switch sides again, this time incarcerating Urumqi’s KMT representatives, but Stalin rebuffed his 
attempts at reconciliation. He turned back to Nanjing, but they had had enough of him and in 1944 
he was removed from office and relocated to a minor position in Chongqing (a large bribe spared 
him from execution).

rom 1944 to 1949 the KMT followed a familiar strategy of developing and populating 
Xinjiang with migrants and officials from the east, but Nationalist policy was to consider 
all ethnicities living in Xinjiang as essentially Chinese, and Sheng’s recognition of distinct 

ethnic groups was quashed. Taxes were raised but the cessation of trade with Russia had a disastrous 
effect on the economy, and once again rebellion was in the air. The Kazakhs of northern Xinjiang had 
been in a state of semi-revolt since the Russian border was closed, and under a local chief, Osman 
Batur, Kazakh forces took control of the Junggar Basin region, and civil unrest spread to the Ili 
Valley.

In late 1944, what came to be known as the Three Districts Revolution (after the Ili, Altai 
and Tarbagatai districts of northern Xinjiang) broke out in towns around Yining (Kulja). The city 
was stormed and both KMT troops and local Han Chinese massacred, and on 12 November the 
rebellion’s leader, Ali Khan Tore, declared the creation of a second East Turkestan Republic, 
exactly 11 years after the Kashgar ETR had been founded. The second ETR was backed by the 
Soviets, who had a history of influence in the Ili Valley, and Osman Batur joined forces with the Ili 
ETR government. From this position of strength, the second ETR fought successfully against the 
KMT, but encouraged by the Soviets, the Ili ETR government negotiated a ceasefire with the KMT 
and formed a coalition government in 1946, agreeing to abandon its claim as an independent Turkic 
state and accept designation as an autonomous geographic region called “Eastern Turkestan” (actual 
independence from China would inevitably have led to dependence on, and de facto control by, the 
Soviet Union). 
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Under a new KMT governor, Zhang Zhizhong, many positive reforms took place, but the 
two sides never trusted each other, and Zhang resigned in 1947, frustrated by a lack of progress. 
The coalition soon fell apart and more instability followed, and when in 1949 the KMT finally 
fled mainland China, leaving the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) victorious and the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) ready to enter Xinjiang, many of the province’s Muslims welcomed the 
coming change of government. 

ParT oF  The Prc
he first task for Mao Zedong and the government of the new People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) was to bring the second ETR firmly back into the China fold. Mao invited 
the top five leaders of the ETR government to a conference in Beijing in the summer of 

1949, and they travelled to Alma-Ata (today’s Almaty) in Kazakhstan to board a plane to Beijing. 
They never arrived – the Soviets informed the PRC government that the plane had crashed, killing 
everyone on board. Many conspiracy theories have since been put forward, but the truth remains 
hidden. Regardless of how they died, the consequence for the Ili ETR was that without its leaders the 
remaining government officials quickly agreed to abandon calls for autonomy in northern Xinjiang. 
(Osman Batur was caught and executed in 1951.)

The PLA effectively governed Xinjiang for the first few years after “liberation”, while political 
and administrative infrastructure was set up. While Han Chinese held most high-level positions 
of authority, non-Han were encouraged to join the CCP and take an active role in the region’s 
development. Perhaps the most successful of these was Saypidin Azizi, a Uygur who had studied 
in the USSR and was a committed communist; he had been a member of the Ili ETR government 
and became Chairman of the Xinjiang Nationalities Committee, and eventually Chairman of the 
Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region’s People’s Council.

Implementing some of the CCP’s collectivization policies in remote Xinjiang, with its vastly 
differing cultures – in particular the nomadic Kazakh, Mongol and Kyrgyz herdsmen – proved 
extremely difficult. Concessions and adaptations to environmental and cultural conditions were 
necessary; unsuccessful attempts to create large cooperatives among Kazakh nomads in northern 
Xinjiang had to be rethought, and a more careful approach of bringing the auls, or family groups, into 
a semi-nomadic state reaped better results. 

Nevertheless, there was inevitable dissent and resistance as the PRC government tried to 
mould Xinjiang to fit its plans for the future. Significant sectors of the Muslim population remained 
volatile, and to stabilize the region and reduce the threat of Muslim uprisings, throughout the 1950–
70s the Beijing government settled Han Chinese there, most significantly through the formation in 
1952 of the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps (XPCC). This comprised a collection 
of huge state farms, or bingtuans – mainly in the southern Junggar Basin – structured in military 
style and populated initially by demobilized soldiers from the KMT army that had been stranded 
in Xinjiang in 1949, the Ili National Army (from the second ETR) and the Communist First Field 

Army, and later by convicts and migrants, especially young people from the Shanghai region, which 
had formed a close connection with Xinjiang.

On 1 October 1955, Xinjiang Province was renamed the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 
Region, bringing it in line with the PRC’s system of self-rule for non-Han peoples at local and 
regional level, but under the overriding control of the CCP. However, while Saypidin Azizi headed 
the People’s Council, Wang Enmao, a seasoned campaigner from the Long March years, was made 
commander of the Xinjiang Military Region, and as such held the real power in Xinjiang.

The Great Leap Forward (1958–60) was as disastrous for Xinjiang as elsewhere in China, 
with famine sweeping the region and increased tension between Muslims and Han Chinese after 
anti-Islamic policies were ramped up and collectivization drives were more aggressively pursued. 
Relations between China and the Soviet Union soured, and when in 1962 an estimated 60,000 
Kazakhs and other ethnic peoples fled across the border into Soviet Kazakhstan, Mao closed the 
borders again. The Cultural Revolution (1966–76) resulted in greater intolerance of ethnic cultural 
and religious differences, and violent clashes erupted periodically across the region, from Hami to 
Yining, Kashgar and Hotan. 

ittle is known for sure about the realities of life in Xinjiang in the late 1960s and 70s, 
but a major blow to its economy was the collapse of the XPCC farms, with as many 
as a million disillusioned young labourers giving up and heading back east. When the 

Cultural Revolution ended and Deng Xiaoping came to power, restrictions on Islam and many of the 
most oppressive policies were relaxed or rescinded. From 1980 a change in the government’s outlook 
led to official documents stating that Xinjiang’s government hierarchy should contain at least 45 
percent Uygur representation – 60 percent in the Uygur-dominated south – as well as at least 15 
percent representation for other ethnicities. Deng actively promoted the local-autonomy model and 
encouraged freedom of ethnic cultures, including languages. 

There was still dissent, of course. Under the more relaxed policies of the 1980s Islamic fervour 
made a revival and a resurgence of activism saw student demonstrations in 1985 and 1988, calling 
for greater religious and ethnic freedom. In 1986, China’s first anti-nuclear protests were held in 
opposition to nuclear tests in the desert near Lop Nor, which had been carried out since 1967. In 
1990, a dozen or more members of a resurgent independence movement known as the Islamic 
Party of Turkestan, who were plotting a series of terrorist attacks in Xinjiang to pressure Beijing for 
independence, were discovered in the town of Baren in the Kashgar region. The Baren Incident saw 
government troops besiege the town for nearly three weeks before finally overcoming the 300 or so 
Uygur sympathisers fighting with the insurgents, who were either captured or killed. 

But the final decade of the 20th century was to see Xinjiang change so drastically that in 
the heady rush of a revitalized economy, improved relations with its western neighbours and the 
consequences of the Internet revolution, the prospects for all its inhabitants were imbued with a 
new vigour. 
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Pioneers oF  The  
easTern siLk road

hree thousand years ago Xinjiang was 
populated by Indo-Europeans and 

Turkic peoples who had as much or more 
contact with civilisations to their south, 
north and west than with the Chinese to the 
east. The route into China from Xinjiang is 
through a relatively narrow strip of traversable 
land bounded by mountains and steppe, the 
Hexi Corridor, and this was often controlled 
by nomads. Being outside their political 
control, the area west beyond the corridor, 
present-day Xinjiang and western Gansu 
— in ancient times called “The Western 
Regions” — remained a largely mythical place 
in the Chinese imagination during the first 
millennium BCE. An early legend tells of King 
Mu who, in the 10th century BCE, travelled 
there encountering the “Queen Mother of the 
West”, a quasi-Daoist deity. The story mentions 
mountains and deserts, suggesting at least some 
knowledge of the region’s topography. 

Towards the end of the first millennium 
BCE China’s jade mines ran out and the 
rulers were forced to look elsewhere for this 
precious stone, valued more highly than gold or 
diamonds. Khotan in today’s southern Xinjiang 
provided an alternative supply. Silk was 
probably also traded and exchanged with the 
kingdoms of the Western Regions during this 
period and the earliest finds date from before 
1500 BCE in today’s northern Afghanistan, 
but there is little evidence of sustained trade 
between China and the lands further west 

ForeiGn eXPLoraTion in XinjianG 
By Susan Whitfield

before the Han Dynasty. Lapis mines in 
present-day northeastern Afghanistan had, for 
example, been sending their product westwards 
as far as Egypt since the time of the Pharaohs, 
yet they do not seem to have been able to 
develop a market over the Pamir Mountains 
and through the Western Regions and the Hexi 
Corridor eastwards to China. 

All this changed in the last two centuries 
of the first millennium BCE when the 
establishment of strong political regimes across 
Eurasia ensured the stability and infrastructure 
to enable sustained long-distance trade: the 
start of the Silk Road. The rise of the Parthians 
in present-day Iran controlling the land routes 
to Rome, and the Kushan Empire straddling 
the Pamir and the heart of Central Asia and 
reaching southwards into northern India, were 
essential elements in this. To the east it was 
the expansion of Han Dynasty China into the 
Western Regions that was crucial; this was 
owing both to the adventures of the diplomat 
Zhang Qian, sent on various missions to the 
Western Regions by the Han emperor, and 
the subsequent military efforts of General 
Ban Chao who drove out the nomads who 
controlled the Hexi Corridor, thus opening 
China’s way westwards. These men were the 
Chinese pioneers of the Eastern Silk Road.

Zhang Qian  (195–114 BCE)
Zhang Qian’s first foray into China’s Western 
Regions lasted far longer than he expected. Sent 
in 139 BCE by the Chinese Han emperor to 
elicit the support of the Yuezhi – peoples who 
formerly occupied the area but who had been 

modern-day XinjianG

The 1990s were a pivotal period for Xinjiang, with events outside its borders catalyzing change 
within. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and subsequent creation of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS) had immense significance for the region, with the potential for a renewed 
commercial land bridge easy to imagine. Equally, the incredible economic reforms sparked by Deng 
Xiaoping’s 1992 “To get rich is glorious” tour of southern China led to an influx of eager entrepreneurs 
searching for a way to make their fortune. The result was a 32 percent increase in the numbers of 
Han Chinese in Xinjiang, to 7.49 million, between 1990 and 2000, according to an official census.

Xinjiang’s oil and gas resources were known to be huge, and expansion of the petrochemical 
industries went ahead at great speed, as did mining and agriculture – the bingtuan farms were 
back in business in a big way. Inevitably the region’s major towns and cities underwent a process 
of modern urbanization that caused a degree of culture shock for much of the local populace – the 
steroidal skylines of today’s Urumqi and Korla bear almost no resemblance to their sprawling, low-
rise panoramas in 1990. 

aving been considered little more than a backwater buffer by the central government for 
40 years, suddenly Xinjiang was seen as a valuable source of energy and raw materials – 
which the Chinese economic juggernaut craved – as well as a hugely significant conduit to 

western Eurasia. When in 1990 Alashankou Port was opened, finally creating a contiguous rail line 
connecting Urumqi to the Turk-Sib Railway line in Kazakhstan, the “Eurasian Continental Rail 
Bridge” was declared open with great fanfare. More trading ports and free-trade zones followed, 
and the economy boomed.

Separatist groups still worked behind the scenes, however, fuelled in their fervour to create an 
independent Uygur homeland by the creation of the eponymous states of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan to the immediate west. A police roundup of suspected separatists during Ramadan 
in Yining resulted in large demonstrations that turned violent in February 1997, with at least nine 
deaths, an episode known as the Kulja Incident. The subsequent bus bombings in Urumqi, which 
killed nine and injured 68, were perhaps a response to the crackdown that followed the Kulja 
Incident. 

In 2000 Beijing launched its Great Development of the West programme, designed to 
develop the economies of China’s western provinces and raise the standard of living of its peoples 
– the gap between the eastern coastal regions and the west having grown hugely disparate as rampant 
capitalism took hold in cities throughout central and southern China. Billions of renminbi have 
been pumped into Xinjiang to improve infrastructure, expand irrigation for more agriculture, and 
provide homes, jobs, etc for both its residents and the continuing influx of migrants, that continues 
to this day.

continued on page 92
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displaced westward by the encroaching nomadic 
Xiongnu – his large entourage was soon captured by 
the Xiongnu. He was held for several years, during 
which he acquired a Xiongnu wife and son. However, 
he retained loyalty to his original mission and finally 
escaped, continuing westwards as bidden. The Yuezhi, 
by now happily settled beyond the Pamir, were not 
interested in fighting a war against the Xiongnu and 
Zhang Qian started homewards. He was captured 
again, although this time managing to escape in less 
than a year. It was 126 BCE when he finally re-
entered the Chinese capital. 

Zhang Qian’s travels did not stop here. He 
reported in detail on the geography, cultures and 
economies of 36 kingdoms of the Western Regions 
and, despite his experiences, he agreed to other 
missions. After failing to find a route to Central 
Asia via Southeast Asia – the so-called cotton 
route through the tropical rainforest-covered 
mountains of Vietnam and Burma – he returned 
to the Western Regions in 119 BCE. He died in 
114 BCE two years after his final return.

Zhang Qian started a tradition: over the next 
two millennia thousands of diplomats followed in 
his footsteps into Central Asia, seeking intelligence 
and alliances, continuing up to the British and 
Russian envoys and spies who sought to control 
the Western Regions in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries – the Great Game. 

ban chao (32–102 ce)
iplomats after Zhang Qian depended on 
their soldiers to maintain safe passage and 

the pioneering Chinese general of the Western 
Regions was Ban Chao. He first succeeded in 
defeating the Xiongnu, Zhang Qian’s captors, 
and drove them out of the Hexi Corridor. His 
initial campaigns were around Hami, in today’s 
northeastern Xinjiang, but then the independent 
kingdoms of the Western Regions, including 
Khotan, Kroraina (Loulan) and Shule (Kashgar), 

allied with the Xiongnu against the Chinese. Ban 
Chao led a long campaign against them, finally 
subduing them into alliances and installing pro-
Chinese rulers. His campaigns took him over the 
Pamirs into Central Asia as far as Merv and he 
dispatched envoys further west. In 97 CE he sent 
Gan Ying to Rome, but the envoy was misled by 
false information given by the Parthians as to the 
length and difficulty of the journey and turned 
back. It was owing to Ban Chao and his soldiers’ 

long campaigns in alien territory far from home 
that China was able to move into the Western 
Regions. 

We know about these early campaigns 
because of the Chinese imperial histories, which 
kept records of major events, including military 
campaigns, and also contained chapters on the 
Western Regions. Ban Chao’s father, brother 
and sister were the historians responsible for the 
Hanshu (History of the Han).

The siLk road: TraveLLers 
ThrouGh TWo miLLennia

From the end of the 2nd century BCE, present-
day Xinjiang became a key section of the Silk 
Road and over the next two millennia tens of 
thousands of travellers passed through its testing 
terrain. Few left written records and only a 
handful of names are known to history, but many 

From Southern Silk Road: In the Footsteps of Sir Aurel Stein and Sven Hedin; Orchid Press, Bangkok 2004 reproduced by 
permission of Orchid Press.
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were pioneers in their own ways and helped create 
the culture of the Western Regions, with its unique 
ethnic, political and religious mix. 

rom the start, the Chinese used their 
imperial princesses as diplomatic bargaining 

chips. The chosen women were sent to marry 
rulers of distant lands to cement alliances. Some 
left poems and letters telling of their homesickness 
and one is credited with smuggling the secret of 
silk technology out of China in the early centuries 
CE. Many of these princesses were Buddhist and 
at least they would have found a thriving Buddhist 
community in the Western Regions. The resident 
community was swelled by travelling monks, 
on their way to proselytize in China or collect 
scriptures from India. Fa Xian (c.337–c.422) and 
Xuanzang (c.602–664) are the best known of 
the Chinese clergy, both having left accounts of 
their journeys, but hundreds more are recorded 
in Chinese books. We also know the names of 
Indians and monks from the Western Regions 
itself, including the famous translator Kumarajiva 
(344–413). Born in Kucha of an Indian father, he 
is commemorated by a statue at the Kizil Caves. 
But there were undoubtedly hundreds, if not 
thousands more who made the often hazardous 
journey in search of scriptures and enlightenment. 

Not all the religious travellers were Buddhist. 
Manichaeism, Nestorian Christianity, Judaism and 
Islam all found their way to Xinjiang and the oasis 
kingdoms of the Taklamakan. An eighth century 
stone inscription in China, for example, records 
the arrival of a Nestorian Christian named Adam 
at the gates of Chang’an in 635 and an 8th or 9th 
century Judaeo-Persian document on the trade 
of sheep was found at a Khotanese site suggesting 
the presence as well of Jewish traders alongside 
the dominant Sogdians. We know little of these 
merchants from further afield who enabled the 
Silk Road to thrive in the first millennium, but by 
the Mongol period we learn more through Marco 
Polo and Ibn Battuta. 

Alongside these other travellers, was a constant 
stream of diplomatic envoys, officials and soldiers. 
China was not alone in recognizing the importance 
of the Western Regions and continued to try to 
control the land, with varied success, up until 
the Mongol period. The empire sent officials to 
administer the region and relocated farmers from 
central China to establish agricultural colonies 
to provide supplies for the armies. Envoys passed 
through to China from the empires and kingdoms 
on the other sides of the Western Regions. With 
the reestablishment of Chinese rule in China in 
1368, however, the rulers of the Ming Dynasty 
decided control of the Western Regions was no 
longer viable and the garrisons were withdrawn. By 
this time the Silk Road trade had already switched 
largely to the sea routes. It was four centuries 
before China turned its attention westward again, 
conquering lands north and south of the Tien Shan 
in the 1750s and administering them under the 
name “Xinjiang” or “New Territory”. Over the next 
two centuries other powers were again to realize 
the strategic importance of this region, namely the 
Russian and British empires. Their power struggle, 
the Great Game, led to a new generation of 
pioneers of the Western Regions. 

maPPinG and eXPLoraTion in 
The modern era
The Russians had routes into Xinjiang from 
the north to Kulja, present-day Yining in the Ili 
River Valley, which proved a focus of contention 
between Russia and China for two centuries. The 
Russians were the first modern European explorers 
of Xinjiang, with recorded visits by envoys of 
the Tsar as early as the 1650s, but with a peak of 
exploration in the 18th and especially the 19th 
centuries as Siberia and northern Central Asia 
came under Russian control. Scores of Russian 
explorers covered the geology, flora and fauna 
of the Tien Shan and the plateaus of Dzungaria 
( Junggaria) on the borders of Mongolia. Following 

the signing of the Sino-Russian treaty in 1851 and 
the establishment of Russian Turkestan, Russian 
attention turned to mapmaking as they sought to 
define the eastern borders of the Russian Empire.

Mapmaking was also on Chinese minds 
after their establishment of this “New Territory”. 
The Chinese court had commissioned Jesuits to 
prepare maps of China and they surveyed Xinjiang 
between 1750–60 with a new survey between 
1768–73 following their westward expansion. 
Xinjiang became a convenient place to exile 
disgraced officials, a practice which continued into 
the 20th century. Some exiles put their time there 
to good use. For example, the Military Governor 
Songyun (in office 1802–9) used exiles for the 
compilation of a gazetteer of Xinjiang, including 
the official Xu Song (exiled 1813). Following an 
expedition in 1815–16 to collect information, he 
noted numerous local sites and published several 
essays and books on the region. 

ike the Russians and Chinese, the British 
also concentrated on mapmaking, a 

precursor to controlling territory. In 1857 the 
three Schlaintweit brothers, Prussian scientists 
but employees of the British Government in 
India, crossed the Karakoram and travelled 
through Xinjiang. Despite one brother (Adolph) 
being executed by the local ruler in Kashgar, the 
other two returned with at least one map and 
reports that the Jesuits’ positioning of Kashgar 
and Yarkand was inaccurate. The death of Adolph 
showed that travel in these parts was not without 
risk, despite the Treaty Of Tsientsin in 1858 in 
which Europeans were allowed to travel in China. 
The British decided to train Indians – “pundits” 
– to go in disguise as locals carrying compasses 
in the top of their walking sticks, and recording 
their steps – and thus the distance travelled – by 
counting rosary beads. The first such pundit to 
reach Xinjiang was Mohammed-i-Hamed who, in 
1864, made it to Yarkand. As well as his mapping 
activities he reported back on cities buried by 

desert sands. Just a year later William Johnson 
reached Khotan and Keriya, also telling of buried 
cities and taking his own surveys. Other British 
explorers and diplomats followed, including 
the Forsyth Mission of 1873. In 1886 Dalgeish 
managed a circumambulation of the Taklamakan 
and produced a new map, although at great cost: 
he was murdered on his way back.

eanwhile the Russians continued their 
activities, sending a team to Kulja to 

check the Jesuits’ maps in 1859. There were over 
a dozen Russian expeditions in the following 
decades, especially when the Russians took 
control of the Ili Valley between 1871 and 1881. 
One of the most successful was Przewalski, who 
made five expeditions between 1872 and 1891, 
including across the Taklamakan and to the Lop 
Desert in search of the wild horse which was to 
bear his name.

Apart from Przewalski, among the most 
famous – and infamous – of the scores of travellers 
of these last decades of the 19th century were 
the geographer Ferdinand von Richtofen, who 
travelled as far as Lop Nor and who is now 
best remembered for coining the term “Silk 
Roads” (Seidenstrassen); Ney Elias, who in 1872 
travelled from Beijing to Hami and Kulja; Csoma 
de Koros, searching for the antecedents of his 
native Hungarian peoples in Yarkand, but who 
was sidetracked by Tibet and eventually died in 
Darjeeling on a final attempt to reach Yarkand; the 
American diplomat in Russia, Eugene Schuyler, 
who made it to Kulja; Regel who in 1879 reached 
Turpan, the first recorded visit by a European 
since the Jesuits; the Grum Grijimalo brothers, 
who went on four expeditions to Xinjiang, the last 
in 1888, also reaching Turpan and Lop Nor; and 
Dutreuil de Rhins and Grenard, mapmakers who 
in 1890 went along the Southern Silk Road and 
then across the mountains, reaching Tibet in 1893 
where de Rhins was murdered. 
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By the late 19th century, after Yakub Beg’s 
short-lived independent kingdom was suppressed 
and Xinjiang was firmly under Chinese control, 
Russian and British presences were established in 
Kashgar. The Russians, headed by Petrovsky, were 
allowed a Consulate, but this status was denied 
George Macartney for many years in retaliation 
for the British meeting with Yakub Beg. Both men 
welcomed travellers: for much of their stay the two 
diplomats were not on speaking terms and there 
was an extremely small group of other foreign 
residents. Travellers provided welcome company 
and news of home. 

he time and circumstances were ripe for 
archaeologists to follow up the explorer-

spies accounts of ruined desert cities. Their 
appetite had also been whetted by the discovery 
of manuscripts written in Indian scripts. A few 
had been brought back by Grenard after his 
companion’s murder; another, a birch bark book 
found in a site near Kucha, was given to Captain 
Bowers, who had originally been on a hunting trip 
in the Pamirs but had been diverted to track down 
Dalgeish’s murderer. He took the manuscript 
back to Calcutta, where it was published by the 
Calcutta-based scholar Rudolph Hoernle. The 
scholarly world took note, among them a Swedish 
student of von Richthofen, Sven Hedin. 

sven hedin (1865–1952) –  
sPanninG The archaeoLoGicaL era
With his scientific training and his desire always 
to be on the move, the Swede Sven Hedin belongs 
with the explorer-scientists of the 19th century, 
but his desultory diggings at the buried cities 
only mentioned by previous explorers marks 
Hedin’s expeditions as the start of the imperial 
archaeological age in Central Asia. His final 
expedition, from 1926–35, sees its end. 

As a young scholar, Hedin had already 
travelled to Central Asia in the 1880s, but 

decided to return to Europe to pursue the 
studies necessary for future travels. These were 
punctuated by a visit to Kashgar in 1890, but it 
was 1893 before he set out on his first expedition, 
first exploring the geology and fauna of the 
Pamirs. In spring 1895 he left Kashgar on an 
infamous attempt to cross the Taklamakan, 
recalled replete with rhetorical flourishes in his 
popular book Through Asia. His account made no 
attempt to deny that this was a badly managed 
expedition fated by his own ambition and lack of 
planning. The expedition failed to take enough 
water for the journey and two of his men and 
many of his animals died. 

Hedin’s writing reads like fiction, recounting 
the adventures of a brave European battling 
in a faraway, alien land replete with loyal and 
scheming natives, “prowling wild animals” and 
“Tangut bandits”. This is not surprising given that 
he admits his own childhood was spent devouring 
the writings of Fenimore Cooper, Jules Vernes 
and “the long line of heroes and martyrs of Artic 
exploration”. For a generation accustomed to 
Rider Haggard’s tales of derring-do, his books 
fired the popular imagination. 

This initial encounter with the Taklamakan 
was not to deter him, and it was his subsequent 
less dramatic travels around Khotan and Lop 
Nor that were to excite budding archaeologists. 
Although not carrying out any systematic 
digging, his short forays to Dandan Oilik and 
Karadong near Khotan, and then to the ancient 
settlements of Loulan yielded Buddhist murals, 
sculptures and other objects as well as manuscript 
fragments. His book appeared in 1898 in Swedish 
and English editions and was soon reprinted. 

Hedin’s second expedition, co-financed 
by the King of Sweden and the millionaire 
Emmanuel Nobel, started in 1899. Surveying 
was one of Hedin’s primary aims. He had already 
mapped over 6,500 miles on his first expedition, 
and on returning to the Taklamakan he decided 

to chart the course of the Tarim River, travelling 
over many months in a boat before the river froze 
over. He then returned to more discoveries in the 
Lop Desert.

Hedin shared with many of his 
contemporaries a desire to explore Tibet and 
reach Lhasa. He attempted this on both these 
expeditions, but without success. He got further 
on a third visit, between 1905 and 1909, but still 
failed to reach the capital. It was then many years 
before he returned to Central Asia. His 1926 
visit was at the invitation of Lufthansa Airlines 
to help map a route from Berlin via Urumqi to 
Beijing. But the distrust by Chinese scholars and 
officials of foreign archaeologists forced him to 
revise his initial plans and to make the expedition 
a collaborative effort between the Chinese and 
Swedes. 

Hedin was remarkable in managing to 
transcend the growing distrust that Aurel Stein 
and others encountered from Chinese scholars 
and authorities by negotiating this joint Sino-
Swedish expedition. It could have been the start 
of a new era of collaboration, but it was many 
years before this happened. However, in the 
interim, one expedition member – Huang Wenbi 
(1893–1966) – went on to become the foremost 
archaeologist of the Western Regions. 

s well as being a great explorer and 
mapmaker, Hedin was a born publicist 

and his racy accounts of his Taklamakan crossing 
and Lop Nor discoveries were to inspire a 
generation. The first part of his final expedition 
was filmed, providing unique early footage of 
the steppe route out of Beijing to Karakhoto 
and thence to Urumqi. If Hedin were alive 
today he would undoubtedly have been fronting 
television programmes of his travels. As it was, 
his popularity proved his downfall, as his public 
support of the German regime led to him being 
ostracized by many former colleagues and 
supporters. 

Among those inspired by his early travels 
was a man similar to him in age and physical 
stature, also a linguist, mapmaker and a brave 
and intrepid explorer, but completely different in 
temperament from the flamboyant Hedin. This 
was the Hungarian Aurel Stein, who came to 
dominate this brief age of imperial archaeology.

aureL sTein –XinjianG on  
The WorLd maP

tein was not the first to explore the ancient 
cities of Xinjiang, but he deserves credit 

as the greatest, whether assessed in terms of the 
numbers and duration of his expeditions, the 
distances covered, sites explored, finds acquired 
or his indefatigable documentation. Travelling 
around Xinjiang today with good transport, 
sealed roads, guidebooks and maps, shops stocking 
almost everything, mobile phones and GPSs, it 
is difficult to imagine the logistic skills, energy 
and foresight required to organize a three-year 
expedition when almost all the supplies for 
this whole period – medicine, food, clothing 
and shelter – had to be bought in advance and 
transported on yak and horseback over the high 
mountain passes of the Hundu Kush, Karakoram 
and Pamirs from Kashmir. Then they had to be 
repacked in the orchard of Macartney’s residence 
in Kashgar for transport by camel along the 
old routes skirting the Taklamakan. Hedin had 
shown the perils of desert travel. Stein’s own 
understated accounts of his expeditions could 
not be more different from those of Hedin, and 
his organization was always meticulous. His own 
desert crossing was achieved without losing any 
men or animals, despite some sticky moments. 

Stein was neither a young nor a rich man, 
but he had an excellent education, a breadth of 
knowledge and was already well travelled. Born 
in Budapest and educated in Germany, he then 
spent a period in England, becoming a confirmed 
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Anglophile. He returned to Hungary for his 
military service, during which he learned  
surveying skills. On return to London he sought 
out the scholars who lived around Earls Court 
– referred to as “Little India” – and came to the 
attention of Sir Henry Yule, author of books on 
Marco Polo and medieval travellers to China  
and a member of the Indian Council. He  
recommended Stein for the joint post of Principal 
at the Oriental College in Lahore and Registrar 
of Punjab University. Stein arrived in Kashmir 
in 1888 and it was to remain his home until his 
death, bar a brief period in Calcutta as Hoernle’s 
successor. Unlike Hedin he had no family wealth 
or rich sponsors and had to work. In his periods of 
leave he went on explorations of Indian sites with 
a colleague, Fred Andrews, and learned from him 
the basics of photography and, from those travels, 
a thirst for archaeological discovery. When he 
read reports of the Taklamakan cities and heard 
of the manuscript finds, he immediately drew up 
a proposal for an expedition and applied to his 
employers for leave. This was finally given and 
he left Kashmir in 1900 on his first expedition 
to Xinjiang. Unlike most of the other imperial 
archaeologists, Stein travelled without any fellow 
countrymen, his closest companion being a 
succession of fox terriers, the first named Dash 
and the remainder following in the line as Dash 2, 
Dash 3, etc, up to Dash 7. 

tein’s initial focus was Khotan where, he 
believed, he might find an interesting 

mix of Indian, Iranian and Chinese cultures. 
He was not to be disappointed. Khotan was 
a semi-autonomous Buddhist kingdom with 
an Iranian language and Chinese and Indian 
foundation myths. It survived until conquered 
by the Karakhanids in 1006 and left behind rich 
archaeological remains preserved by the desert 
sand. These included sites already recorded by 
Hedin, as well as new ones. From Khotan he 
moved eastwards to the ruins of the ancient 

kingdom of Kroraina – or Loulan – which thrived 
in the 3rd and 4th centuries CE. Niya was on its 
western border and here he uncovered hundreds 
of manuscript archives from abandoned houses, 
telling of tax collections and land disputes among 
the residents of this once prosperous land. Written 
in the Gandharan language in Kharoshthi script, 
they attested to the links with lands farther west. 
He continued eastward through the territory of 
ancient Kroraina, including Miran and then, like 
Hedin, on to the Lop Desert. 

Stein was to return to these oasis cities of 
the southern Taklamakan on all his further three 
expeditions to China, and his finds changed our 
understanding of Central Asia. Among these 
cities he discovered over 30,000 manuscripts and 
thousands of textiles and artefacts, now in the 
British Library, the British Museum, the Victoria 
and Albert Museum, the National Museum of 
India and museums in Calcutta and Lahore. Yet 
he is most famous – or infamous – not for his 
explorations in Xinjiang, but for his acquisition 
of a cache of manuscripts from a Buddhist cave 
temple site at Dunhuang in neighbouring Gansu 
Province. There is no doubting the importance of 
the Dunhuang manuscripts, but his excavations in 
Xinjiang, especially along the Southern Silk Road, 
were equally important and revealed just as many 
treasures. 

Stein’s fourth expedition was aborted by the 
Chinese authorities and his finds confiscated. His 
photographs remain the only record of the few 
manuscript finds (some of which were forgeries, by 
this time becoming more common). But, despite 
this setback and his age, Stein did not stop his 
explorations. During the 1930s, well into his 70s, 
he made four expeditions to Iran and Iraq, and 
numerous sorties to what is now northern India 
and Pakistan and more of the Near and Middle 
East. He finally reached Kabul in his 81st year at 
the invitation of the American Consul with a plan 
for a year-long archaeological tour, accompanied 

by Dash 7. But he caught a chill and was dead 
within a week. His grave can still be visited at the 
British Cemetery in Kabul. The fate of Dash 7 is 
unknown.

russian eXPediTions: 
kLemenTz, kozLov, oLdenburG 
and dudin
The Russians, who had led the way in 19th century 
exploration, continued to be among the pioneers 
of Xinjiang archaeology. The report delivered 
by the Keeper of the St Petersburg Museum of 
Anthropology and Ethnography, Dmitri Klementz 
(1848–1914), to the 1898 Congress of  
Orientalists in Rome created great excitement 
among European scholars in this distant region. 
Under the auspices of the Eastern-Siberian 
Department of the Russian Geographical Society, 
Klementz and his wife had visited sites around 
Turpan and collected manuscript fragments, 
broken-away fragments of wall paintings and other 
artefacts. He showed these to German scholars 

on his way to Rome and 
they readily agreed to 
collaborate on a future 
expedition. However, this 
did not happen and the 
two empires sponsored 
separate expeditions over 
the next two decades. 
Both concentrated on 
the northern Silk Road, 
especially around Kucha 
and Turpan. This was to 
lead to some competition 
despite agreements to 
excavate at different sites, 
and the early promise of 

collaboration soon faded when both realized the 
scholarly riches to be found. 

However, it was several years before the 
Russians followed up on Klementz’s finds. A 
member of Przewalski’s final two expeditions, 
Pyotr Kozlov (1863–1935), led two expeditions 
but it was on his second (1907–9) that he made 
his greatest find. This was the ruined city of the 
almost forgotten civilization of the Tanguts or 
Western Xia, peoples who controlled an empire 
reaching from present-day northern Tibet to the 
Mongolian border from the 10th to 13th centuries. 
Karakhoto – or “Black City” – was on the Etsin-
Gol River near the present-day Mongolian border. 
A stupa outside the city walls yielded thousand of 
manuscripts and printed documents in Tangut, 
Tibetan and Chinese along with Buddhist 
paintings to rival those found at Dunhuang. They 
now grace galleries in the Hermitage Museum. 

Russian explorations along the Silk Road 
in Xinjiang itself were led by Sergei Oldenburg 
(1863–1934), director of the Asiatic Museum in St 
Petersburg. His two archaeological tours (1909–10 
and 1914–15), known as the Russian Turkestan 
expeditions, led him to the northern Silk Road sites 
around Turpan and then Kizil. Unlike Stein, who 

Aurel Stein (centre) with his faithful terrier “Dash”, pictured 
with field companions in March 1908 in the southern 
Taklamakan east of Khotan (Photograph courtesy of the  
British Library).
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preferred to travel without any fellow countrymen 
and who took his own photographs, the Russians 
travelled in groups with a dedicated photographer. 
This was Samuil Dudin, and he is responsible for 
an extensive and excellent photographic archive. 
Another traveller under Russian sponsorship, the 
Finn Baron Mannerheim, was also an excellent 
photographer, although many believed his travels 
had more to do with political and economic rather 
than historical and archaeological gain. 

Oldenburg’s second expedition led him to 
Dunhuang, where he acquired hundreds of scrolls 
and thousands of fragments from the Library 
Cave, although the Chinese government had sent 
an official to clear it in 1909–10. The debate about 
how many forgeries were then being traded on the 
Silk Road continues to this day. 

German eXPediTions: 
GrunWedeL and Le coQ 
comPeTe For GLory

ike the Russians, the Germans sent teams 
to the Western Regions over the next two 

decades, with Albert Grunwedel and Albert von 
Le Coq alternating as leaders. Very different in 
background and personality, the two men took 
varying approaches to Silk Road archaeology. 
Grunwedel, who had met Klementz, was a scholar 
and Head of the Indian Section of the Museum of 
Ethnography in Berlin. He led the first expedition 
in 1902 after struggling to raise funds. He set out 
with the Orientalist Georg Huth and a museum 
technician, Theodor Bartus, a former sailor. The 
expedition reached its chosen destination, the oasis 
of Turpan, at the beginning of December 1902. 
Turpan was to lend its name to all four German 
expeditions and to the collections comprising 
their discoveries, even though investigations and 
excavations were also carried out in neighbouring 
areas, including around Kucha. Grünwedel was 
a great believer in documentation; he regarded it 

as his primary task to prepare accurate plans and 
to keep records of the find sites of the excavated 
objects. This is invaluable for being able to study 
the funds in context and be assured of their 
provenance. Grünwedel was second only to Stein 
in this but, unfortunately, he was prevented by 
illness from directing a second expedition and 
his place was taken by Le Coq, who was far less 
concerned with full documentation. By this time 
Huth had died, probably owing in part to the 
privations of the first expedition. 

Le Coq, son of a businessman and trained 
in London and America, set out with Bartus 
determined to make his name. He ignored 
Grunwedel’s counsel of caution and worked 
frantically with Bartus to secure crateloads of 
spectacular wall paintings from the Bezeklik caves. 
Grunwedel’s recovery and arrival in Kashgar 
prevented Le Coq and Bartus making a trip to 
check out the Dunhuang discoveries. Grunwedel 
took over, but returned to Bezeklik for more finds. 

Le Coq then led the fourth and final expedition, 
finishing just before World War II threw Europe 
– and scholarly activity there – into turmoil. 

It is often recorded that Berlin’s wonderful 
collection of wall paintings from Bezeklik, Kizil 
and other sites was completely destroyed when 
the museum was bombed during World War II. 
In fact, most of the collections had been removed 
by then for safekeeping to salt mines and was 
returned to Berlin after the war (although missing 
quite a few crates, also thought lost until the 
Hermitage admitted German curators to view 
them in its storerooms a few years ago!). The 
paintings destroyed by the bombing were those 
that were fixed to the walls and could not be 
removed. The sandbags piled up against them by 
the desperate curators did little to protect them 
against the direct hit. 

jaPan enTers The Fray:  
The oTani eXPediTions
Next to the material acquired by Stein during 
his expeditions to the Western Regions during 
this period, one of the largest collections was 
recovered by members of the Otani expeditions. 
These three expeditions between 1902 and 1914 
were organized and sponsored by the Buddhist 
Count Otani Kozui, the 22nd Abbot of the Nishi 
Honganji branch of the Jodo Shinshu sect, the 
largest religious organization in Japan at the time. 
Prior to inheriting the abbotship from his father 
in 1903, the young Otani had spent two years 
(1900–1902) in England and other parts of Europe 
with the aim of learning about Western theology 
and religious practice. He met Hedin and Stein, 
and decided to send young monks on expeditions 
to explore the journey of Buddhism along the 
Silk Road. Others attributed his monks with less 
spiritual aims: Macartney was distinctly distrustful 
of their true motives. However, they travelled 
widely and acquired significant collections of 
archaeological objects and manuscripts, as well as 

plant specimens. 
Unfortunately the Otani expeditions resulted in 
no published expedition reports, although the 
monks’ diaries give useful information. Nor did the 
young monks have any training in archaeology or 
documentation. More problematic for studying 
the collection is the fact that, unlike those from 
all other expeditions, it became part of the private 
collection of Count Otani. He experienced 
financial difficulties and much was dispersed. 
Large parts are now in the National Museum of 
Korea in Seoul and in China, both at Lushun and 
the National Library. Smaller parts are scattered at 
institutions throughout Japan. 

huanG Wenbi and chinese 
archaeoLoGy in XinjianG

fter the curious and intrepid exiles of the 
18th century, there is little in Chinese works 

on Xinjiang, apart from political reports, until after 
the time of the European and Japanese explorers. 
One Chinese explorer who deserves mention was 
the official Jiang Xiaowan (Jiang Siye, d. 1922), 
originally from Hunan, who was sent to Xinjiang 
in 1883. He acted as interpreter, secretary, Chinese 
teacher and companion on Aurel Stein’s second 
expedition (1906–8). 

It was not until 1926 that the Chinese started 
systematic excavation of the Western Regions. 
The Sino-Swedish expedition (1926–35) was led 
by Sven Hedin and Xu Xusheng and sponsored 
by the German government and the airline 
Lufthansa. Huang Wenbi (1893–1966), who 
was one of the first Chinese scholars to make a 
name in archaeology, was an expedition member. 
The expedition, the largest of its kind at the 
time, concentrated on the Lop Nor area. Huang 
excavated Han Dynasty fortifications, the oases 
around the Tarim Basin as well as the Turpan 
Basin. Swedish archaeologist Folke Bergman 
(1902–1946) discovered the Xiaohe tombs, as 

Albert von Le Coq, 1860–1930 (picture courtesy of the Asian 
Art Museum, National Museums in Berlin).
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idP: The siLk road onLine

ittle was known of the remarkable heritage 
of the Silk Road until explorers and 

archaeologists of the early 20th century uncovered 
the ruins of ancient cities in the desert sands, 
revealing astonishing sculptures, murals and 
manuscripts. One of the most notable discoveries 
was the Buddhist cave library near the oasis town 
of Dunhuang on the edge of the Gobi desert in 
western China. The cave had been sealed and 
hidden at the end of the first millennium CE 
and only rediscovered in 1900. Forty thousand 
manuscripts, paintings and printed documents on 
paper and silk were found in the cave itself. Tens 
of thousands more items were discovered at other 
Silk Road sites, mainly in Xinjiang. These unique 
items have fascinating stories to tell of life on this 
great trade route from 100 BCE to 1400 CE. Yet 
most were dispersed to institutions worldwide in 
the early 1900s. 

The turmoil of the 20th century meant 
that conservation and cataloguing were delayed, 
further hindering access. The International 
Dunhuang Project (IDP) was formed in 1994 

out of a desire by the holding institutions to 
work together to rectify this by reuniting all 
these artefacts through the highest quality digital 
photography, coordinating international teams of 
conservators, cataloguers and researchers to ensure 
their preservation and cataloguing, and pushing 
the limits of new web technologies to make this 
material accessible to all. This is an immense task, 
but thanks to IDP’s continuing work, the voices of 
the people who once lived in these ancient cities, 
worshipped in the cave temples and traded goods 
along the Silk Road can now be heard. 

Over 150,000 images of manuscripts, 
paintings, textiles and artefacts along with 
catalogues, translations, historical photographs, 
site plans and much more are freely available to 
all on IDP’s multilingual website, hosted by IDP’s 
members in Britain, Germany, France, Russia, 
China, Japan and Korea. 

To find out more visit http://idp.bl.uk – “promoting 
the study and preservation of the archaeological 
legacy of the Eastern Silk Road through 
international cooperation.”

well as excavating around the southern Lop Nor, 
Qiemo farther west, and around Urumqi and 
Turpan. These excavations yielded finds from 
the Han to Tang dynasties, as well as pre-Han 
artefacts. 

Huang, a member of the Institute of 
Archaeology at the Chinese Academy of Sciences, 
led further archaeological missions to the region 
from the 1950s and unearthed numerous 
important artefacts, as well as discovering new 

sites. The results of these and other Chinese 
archaeological expeditions in the region were 
brought together in 1983 by the Archaeological 
Research Institute of the Xinjiang Academy of 
Social Sciences in Xinjiang kaogyu sanshinian 
(“Thirty years of Xinjiang Archaeology”).

a neW era oF  coLLaboraTion
From the 1980s onwards, excavation in Xinjiang 
has been extensive, and has yielded large numbers 

of artefacts from a range of periods. 
The past decade has also seen 
Sino-Japanese and Sino-French 
archaeological collaborations. As a 
result of these, along with later gifts 
and purchases, there are extremely 
rich collections of manuscripts, 
artefacts and textiles from Xinjiang 
in institutions throughout China, but 
especially in the National Museum, 
the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 
Region Museum and Institute 
of Archaeology. Collaboration 
has also started between holders 
of the material from the earlier 
expeditions with the formation of the 
International Dunhuang Project (see 
opposite). Images of tens of thousands 
of artefacts are now freely available 
online, along with information about 
the sites and the explorers. Perhaps 
now these wonderful sites and their 
artefacts will start to get the scholarly 
attention they deserve and it will 
finally be possible to reconstruct a full 
history of the Silk Road kingdoms of 
the Western Regions. 

An exquisite woollen wall hanging shows 
a distinctly Hellenistic detail of a warrior’s 
head. Dated to the 3rd–2nd centuries BCE, 
it was discovered at the Shanpula site near 
Hotan (image courtesy of the Xinjiang Uygur 
Autonomous Region Museum).
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Inter-ethnic tensions undoubtedly remain in the region – it would be stretching credibility 
too far to imagine that a history such as Xinjiang’s would enable easy solutions to its many and 
complex problems – but despite much talk of separatism and terrorism in Xinjiang since the  
9-11 attacks in the US and the US-led invasion of Afghanistan, the situation is relatively calm, with 
very few major incidents reaching the global media, even with the ease of communication channels 
through the Internet. In January 2007 the Chinese Public Security Bureau raided a terrorist training 
camp belonging to the East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) in the Tashkurgan region of 
the Pamirs, with 18 terrorists reported killed and 17 captured. 

There may be a general dissatisfaction among Uygurs because of a perceived deliberate strategy 
by Beijing to “swamp” Xinjiang’s ethnic cultures under continuing waves of Han immigrants, and 
it is true that on the whole social interaction between Uygurs and Han Chinese remains rare or 
superficial, but actual popular support for terrorist groups such as the ETIM is probably minimal. 
The new face of Xinjiang, with its slick roads, skyscrapers, fast-food chains, Internet cafés and cell 
phones has animated its entire population – regardless of ethnic group – and heralded its resurgence 
as a vital and vibrant region of global interest. 

adminisTraTion and economy
injiang Uygur Autonomous Region is the largest provincial-level administrative region in 
China. It is divided into prefecture-, county- and township-level divisions: there are two 
prefecture-level cities (Urumqi and Karamay); five autonomous prefectures (Ili Kazakh, 

Bortala Mongol, Changji Hui, Bayingolin Mongol and Kizilsu Kirghiz); and seven prefectures 
(Turpan, Hami, Aksu, Kashi, Hotan, Tacheng and Altay – the last two under the jurisdiction of 
the Ili Kazakh Autonomous Region). These prefectures are subdivided into 11 districts, 62 counties, 
six autonomous counties and 20 county-level cities (four of which – Shihezi, Aral, Tumshuke 
and Wujiaqu – are outside prefecture jurisdiction, and are directly administered by the Xinjiang 
Production and Construction Corps); in turn, the districts and counties are subdivided into more 
than 1,000 towns, townships, ethnic townships and subdistricts or neighbourhoods. 

In autonomous prefectures and counties, a significant percentage of governmental positions 
must be filled by those of ethnic extraction, to ensure fair representation for ethnic groups that form 
the majority in that particular area. In reality, however, Xinjiang is of such economic and political 
importance to Beijing that the central government keeps an eagle eye on administrative affairs 
throughout the region, and maintains close control through trusted officials in high-ranking roles 
everywhere.

The Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps (also known as the XPCC or Bingtuan) 
is a unique quasi-military and economic governmental organization that has administrative 
authority over several medium-sized cities (see above) as well as settlements and farms throughout 
the region. The XPCC has its own administrative structure, and fulfils all governmental functions 

(healthcare, education, etc) for areas under its jurisdiction, with almost no interference from the 
regional government, answering ultimately to Beijing. 

ormed in 1954 under orders from Mao Zedong, the XPCC’s stated mission was to develop 
frontier regions, promote economic development, ensure social stability and ethnic 
harmony, and act as a deterrent to any independence movements. Over the past 54 years 

it has built farms, towns and cities, and settled millions of Chinese migrants into Xinjiang – primarily 
in the foothills and lowland areas north of the Tien Shan, where vast tracts of arable land were 
created from semi-desert through impressive irrigation projects. Under the name China Xinjian 
Group [sic] it wields significant economic clout, with a number of publicly traded subsidiaries. The 
XPCC and its place in the region’s recent history provokes wildly disparate opinion both within 
Xinjiang and farther afield; by some it is praised as a cornerstone of stability in a previously troubled 
region and a major contributor to its current prosperity; by others it is seen as no more than a blatant 
vehicle of colonization and sinicization. 

Xinjiang is an economic treasure trove for China, both in terms of agriculture and industry. Its 
high mountains and glaciers provide abundant water for irrigation of its vast pastures, farmland and 
oasis agricultural hotspots: as of 2005, 51.2 million hectares of natural forage grassland (20 percent 
of China’s total) and 4.1 million hectares of cultivated land (twice as much as the national per capita 
average) were in use, allowing an astonishing range of agricultural produce. Leading products are 
cotton, grain, sugar beet, hops, tomato sauce, livestock such as sheep and cattle, and numerous fruits, in 
particular melons, grapes and pears. In 2005 the total value of agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry 
and fisheries amounted to more than Rmb83 billion, a 7.4 percent increase on the previous year. 

As well as its agricultural wealth, Xinjiang is replete with mineral resources, and most 
importantly has huge potential oil reserves in both the Tarim and Junggar basins. There are also 
rich deposits of natural gas, coal, gold, copper, nickel, rare metals, saline minerals and nonmetals. 
Coal reserves are estimated at 2.19 trillion tons (40 percent of China’s total reserves); oil reserves 
are calculated to be 20.86 billion tons (30 percent of the country’s land-based resources); and 10.3 
trillion cubic metres of natural gas are reckoned to await exploitation in the region. In 2004 the 
West-East Gas Pipeline came into operation after two years of construction. This 4,000-kilometre-
long natural gas pipeline starts in southern Xinjiang’s Lunnan Oilfield and runs across the breadth of 
China to Shanghai, providing power for the Yangtze River Delta region. A second West-East pipeline 
project is planned, which will be part of an even longer pipeline: China has agreed to fund a huge 
Central Asia-China natural gas pipeline that will extend from Turkmenistan, through Uzbekistan 
and Kazakhstan to Horgas Port, where it will link with the new West-East pipeline, thereby providing 
China with an extra, much-needed injection of energy to fuel its growing needs. 

Although the presence of significant oil deposits in the Karamay region has been known since 
the mid-20th century, and Sino-Soviet tensions kept Xinjiang’s export-import potential unrealized 
until the late 1980s, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the creation of the new Central Asian CIS 
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states in 1991 suddenly opened the door to border trade once again. Private entrepreneurs and state 
organizations in Xinjiang were able to export Chinese goods to Central Asian countries, filling the 
gap left by the collapse of the Soviet economy. Steel, raw materials and technical expertise in turn 
have been imported since then, and the last 15 years has seen explosive trade growth, especially since 
the turn of the century. While petrochemicals are inevitably the leading industrial sector, textiles, 
steel, building materials and food-processing industries are also growing fast – witness the speed of 
growth in industrial output in Xinjiang, which in 2005 increased by Rmb96.2 billion, 15.6 percent 
up from the previous year. 

injiang’s economic boom has been facilitated by an ongoing commitment to the 
development of its transportation network. The opening of the Tarim Highway in 1995 
allowed access to the oilfields of the Taklamakan but was also part of a strategy to upgrade 

Xinjiang’s road system. This has been highly successful, and continues with a number of new projects, 
such as the new cross-desert highway linking Aksu with Hotan, and the section of Highway 312 
from Sayram Lake across the Tien Shan to Horgas Port, Xinjiang’s largest and most important trade 
post, which was reopened to commerce in 1983, and was made a full free-trade zone in recent years. 
(Streamlined customs procedures at this and other international trading ports have also helped no 
end in facilitating cross-border trade.) 

Above: “Green corridors” bordering Xinjiang’s cross-desert highways are designed to protect it from encroaching sand dunes (Xinjiang 
Electronic Publishing House). Opposite top: Oil derricks in the centre of the Taklamakan (Sun Jiabin). Opposite bottom: Urumqi is now a 
thoroughly modern city with the requisite Western trappings (Sun Jiabin).
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Xinjiang’s completion of its rail line from Urumqi to Alashankou Port to link up with a spur of 
the Turk-Sib Railway in Kazakhstan in 1990 was hailed as the opening of the Eurasian Continental 
Rail Bridge (a grand notion previously discussed by China and the Soviets but sidelined during 
their disputes). While it didn’t quite live up to its promise, this was nevertheless a pivotal moment in 
Xinjiang’s economic resurgence. In 2000, the Nanjiang Railway to Kashgar was completed, and within 
the coming years the northern Junggar Basin will also be opened to rail transport. The quality of 
Xinjiang’s improved transport infrastructure has been an important factor in its economic success. 

It is clear that the central government’s specific policy to develop its western territory has 
garnered significant returns, both for Xinjiang and China as a whole. The statistics are impressive: 
figures for 2004 showed total exports for Xinjiang – predominantly to Central Asia – of just over 
US$3 billion, with imports standing at more than US$2.5 billion. In 2004 Xinjiang’s nominal GDP 
was approximately Rmb220 billion (US$28 billion); two years later, it had grown to Rmb302 billion 
(US$38 billion). The per capita GDP in 2005 was Rmb13,108, up 8.8 percent from 2004; in 2006 it 
had grown by an even greater margin to Rmb14,871 (US$2,172).

But statistics cannot illustrate the grander and more appealing truth of this region’s re-
emergence on the global economic stage. Once a vital passageway on the trading routes of the Silk 
Road, Xinjiang has now become the bridgehead for a new Eurasian land link, a fresh and exciting 
commercial route that instead of silk transports oil, electronic goods and new cultural ideologies 
between East and West.

environmenTaL issues
ooming large over Xinjiang’s environmental concerns is the overarching issue of water. 
This is not a new phenomenon; since the start of human habitation in the Tarim and 
Junggar basins, a regular supply of water has been paramount in determining where, and 

in what numbers, mankind could survive and prosper. The fact that Xinjiang encompasses three 
great mountain ranges, all of which provide huge volumes of water to its lowland and desert areas 
via numerous rivers fed by rainfall and meltwater from enormous glaciers and snowcaps, has been a 
key factor in its history. But over the past century, and in particular in the last two decades, Xinjiang’s 
explosive population increase has put its water resources under serious threat.

Since the mid-19th century Xinjiang’s population has grown sixfold, boosted not only by 
Han migration but by significant growth in non-Han numbers as well, particularly Uygurs. The 
consequence of this has been a tenfold increase in land under cultivation, with the bingtuan farms in 
the vanguard as they diverted water from rivers for irrigation in turning semi-desert into farmland. 
Water is also now being diverted to maintain green corridors protecting the cross-desert highways 
that allow produce, both agricultural and industrial, to be transported out of the region. 

The massive drain on the rivers and groundwater sources such as desert aquifers is most visible 
in the disappearance of Lop Nor and the Tarim River many hundreds of kilometres upstream of 

its historical watercourse. To combat this problem, water has been repeatedly redirected from the 
Konque River and Bosten Lake into the Tarim River, but that in itself can lead to an imbalance in the 
ecology of the lake. Other large water diversion projects have been undertaken in northern Xinjiang, 
with channels redirecting water from the Irtysh River to the Karamay region and new farmland up 
to 300 kilometres to the south.

esertification is also a major worry in the region. In 2004 alone the Taklamakan Desert 
expanded by 400 square kilometres; surprisingly, this has happened even as volumes of 
water in Xinjiang’s rivers have been historically higher than normal, due to increased 

runoff from melting glaciers and snowcaps as the effects of global warming start to become more 
obvious. It is estimated that two-thirds of each of China’s glaciers will have melted away by 2050, and 
by the 21st century they may have completely disappeared. The consequences of this for Xinjiang’s 
water-needy agrarian economy will be catastrophic – tapping the significant underground water 
reservoirs known to be beneath Xinjiang’s deserts would help, but as these are finite reserves it would 
only be putting off the inevitable.

Other environmental concerns include a loss of pastureland to cultivation, coupled with an 
increase in livestock, which has led to serious overgrazing. Forests are on the retreat as a result of 
excessive cutting and falling water tables, and an increase in the size and ferocity of sandstorms has 
a damaging effect on agriculture on the desert fringes. In addition, underground fires in coalfields 
within Xinjiang emit monstrous amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. 

If the previous paragraphs leave you wondering how Xinjiang will survive, remember this: 
similar or even worse litanies of potential woes can be found in environmental literature on regions 
throughout the world, from developing countries to First World superpowers. Many problems are 
global in their scale and require a collective and highly motivated commitment to find solutions. 
Within Xinjiang in recent years awareness has grown of its many and various environmental 
challenges. Tree-planting campaigns and efforts to improve the efficiency of water use show that 
there is a slow but steady increase in understanding of the region’s problems. Xinjiang certainly faces 
testing times in the future – but in this it is hardly alone.

eThnic diversiTy
Xinjiang is home to 12 ethnic nationalities (not including the Han): Uygur, Kazakh, Hui, Mongol, 
Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Tajik, Xibe, Manchu, Russian, Tartar and Daur. Uygurs and Han Chinese can 
be found throughout the region (though in general the majority of Uygurs live in the south, while 
Han communities are mostly concentrated in urban centres), and combined make up more than 85 
percent of Xinjiang’s total population. The much smaller numbers of the remaining ethnic groups are 
often centred around more specific locations, but Xinjiang’s historical legacy as a conduit of trade and 
culture has meant that today small communities of most ethnic nationalities are scattered across the 
region.



98     Xin jian g:  C hina’s  C entral A sia The Land and its  People    99

uyGurs

he largest ethnic group in Xinjiang are the Uygurs (also spelt Uyghur, Uighur or Uigur, and 
pronounced “Weega”), a Turkic-speaking people who number approximately 9.3 million. 
Followers of Islam, they give their name to the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region but 

live, for the most part, south of the Tien Shan, in the cities and farmlands of the Tarim Basin oases. 

The word Uygur means “confederation of nine tribes”, and the Uygurs’ origins can be traced 
back to a group of nomadic Turkic tribes, the Gaoche, whose homelands lay south of Lake Baikal 
and around the upper Yenisey River in present-day Russia and Mongolia. Legend tells that the Turks 
are descended from the union between a boy and a she-wolf. Enemy soldiers killed the boy, and the 
she-wolf took to the mountains near Turpan, where she gave birth to 10 boys. One of the wolf-boys 
married a human woman and produced the forebears of the Turkic tribes. In fact, the Uygurs of 
Xinjiang today are genetically a mixture of both eastern and western Eurasian lineages, a product 
of the migration of northern nomadic Turkic tribes into the Tarim Basin, where they mingled with 
the existing Indo-European peoples already resident there, as well as with migrant Han populations 
from the east. Because of this hugely varied genetic pool, Uygurs’ facial features can range from the 
aquiline, swarthy look common in Iran and the Middle East to the flatter, moon-faced appearance of 
the Han Chinese and Mongols. All are authentically Uygur, and most importantly, all are connected 
by strong cultural tradition.

The traditional square, mud-brick Uygur home is comfortable and quite spacious. Rooms are 
heated in winter by a brick kang, a platform for communal sleeping. It is covered at all times by 
colourful wool and felt rugs, as are the walls, which have decorated niches for food and utensils. 
Villagers use their flat roofs for drying melon seeds and grain, and the many families who tend 
vineyards have an open brick-work drying room for grapes, either on the roof or in nearby fields. 
In an open courtyard fronted by a colourfully painted porch and frequently shaded by grapevine 
trellises, or in a deep cellar under the house, families relax during the intense heat of the day.

The majority of Uygurs tend fields of wheat, maize, vegetables and melons, orchards of 
apricots, peaches, pears and plums as well as vineyards. Many engage in the sideline production of 
silk and carpets. In the cities they work as traders, restaurateurs, factory workers and civil servants 
– unsurprisingly the entrepreneurial spirit runs strong within their blood. Uygur secondary schools 
teach Chinese as a second language, Uygur history and Islamic religion. Chinese secondary schools 
do not teach Uygur and at most universities only putonghua is used. 

Muslim religious festivals are widely celebrated: in particular, the month-long Ramadan fast, 
which culminates in several days of festivities known as the Bairam or “Minor” festival, and Korban 
or “Major” festival. Korban is the celebrated Muslim New Year. In Kashgar, early morning services 
(6am Xinjiang time) can mean up to 10,000 people flooding the Idkah Mosque, its courtyard 
and the central square, where spontaneous dancing moves throughout the day to the rhythms of 
the drummers and horn players perched on the rooftops. Children roam the streets in packs, the 

youngsters with handfuls of candy and noisemakers, the older ones with water pistols. Families who 
can afford it buy a sheep to be slaughtered on this festive day, and the whole family gathers for hours 
of feasting and celebration. This is the Meshrep (see “Uygur Music” on page 113), the rambunctious 
“get-together” or party that involves singing, dancing and music playing, storytelling and games. Any 
celebration is reason to have a meshrep, be it a festival, wedding, birthday or public holiday. 

Weddings are merry occasions with plenty of music and dancing; an imam usually officiates 
and reads from the Koran. National minorities were exempt from the one-child policy of the Chinese 
government, but efforts are now being made to introduce a limit of two children per family, being born 
at least three years apart – an extremely unpopular policy. Once polygamous, the Uygurs now conform 
to Chinese marriage laws but divorce is quite common in the countryside, as is early marriage. 

Uygur dress is still quite traditional in the southern cities of Kucha, Kashgar and Hotan, and 
to a degree in Turpan. Here, you are most likely to see the men wearing three-quarter-length coats 
or chapan (tied at the waist with a sash) over trousers tucked into high leather boots. The women 
wear full, flowing dresses of beautifully variegated colours, often of homespun aidelaixi (Atlas) silk, 
with heavy brown stockings. The more devout Muslim women still wear veils outside the house, but 
many women either cover their hair with a scarf or don the colourfully embroidered square dopa 
(cap), which is also worn by men and children. 

f course, modern Western dress is now the norm for city dwellers throughout Xinjiang, 
but most Uygurs will keep traditional clothing ready for special occasions, and the 
distinctive and very attractive aidelaixi pattern is often repeated in modern blouses and 

skirts. One traditional piece of attire that remains an intrinsic part of modern Uygur life is the dopa 
– even in Urumqi these can be seen covering the heads of a good proportion of the population. 
There are many different styles of dopa, as well as distinct regional differences according to shape 
and decoration, but hats are now often a question of personal preference and cost rather than a 
declaration of your home region. 

Uygur women enjoy wearing jewellery and make-up to match their highly colourful festival 
dresses; an unusual custom is to use eyeliner to link their eyebrows together in a single line, considered 
a more alluring appearance. Long hair kept in plaits is still relatively common, and unmarried girls 
traditionally wear their hair in 10 or more braids. 

Great importance is attached to etiquette. Upon entering a home you are expected to rinse 
your hands three times from water poured by the host from a ewer. In partaking of the dastarkan – a 
cloth placed on the floor and laid with fruits and nan – you should stand with the family with hands 
together, palms uppermost, as if holding the Koran, then pass them over your face in a downwards 
motion, a religious gesture of thanks and blessings. Forms of address are respectful and accord 
with the individual’s status within the family. Older men stroke their beards in the Muslim sign of 
courtesy. The traditional greeting is Es Salaam Aleikum (“May peace be upon you”), the response 
being Wa Aleikum Es Salaam (“And upon you”).
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Clockwise from opposite top: Old and new forms of transport meet in Hotan on the Southern Silk Road (Jeremy Tredinnick); at a traditional 
Uygur wedding the bride is carried to her new home in a carpet; some Uygurs however go for a more modern ceremony; communal eating and 
celebration during the Nawruz festival (Xinjiang Electronic Publishing House x3).

Uygurs have a rich tradition of storytelling, music and dance (see page 113). Their dancing 
is elegant, full of twirling and delicate hand movements. Their folk songs include themes of exile, 
poverty and love as well as humour. A popular folk hero, about whom numerous stories are invented, 
is the character Effendi (a Turkish creation) and his donkey. The tales are satirical and amusing; for 
instance one has Effendi setting out on his donkey to talk with Chairman Mao.

anuscripts and treatises on Uygur medicine, which date back to at least the eighth 
century, include over 400 commonly used herbs and more than 200 prescriptions. A 
centre for Uygur medicine in Kashgar has been particularly successful in the treatment of 

skin diseases, especially vitiligo, known as “the white wind sickness”. One treatment for this condition 
is a mixture of sugar, raisins, bird blood, mutton, grapes and Chinese medicine. Indeed, in the 10th 
century Chinese medicine benefited hugely from an exchange of medical knowledge and practices 
with the Uygur kingdoms of the Tarim Basin.

kazakhs

Like the Uygurs, Kazakhs are the descendants of a number of different ethnic groups, including the 
early Indo-Iranian Scythians and Wusun, and later tribes of Turkic and Mongol stock such as the 
Kypchaks, Kara-Khitans and Naimans. They came into being as a distinct nationality under the 
name “Kazakh”, meaning “free” or “independent”, around the 16th century. Nomadic pastoralists, they 
occupied the vast grasslands of Central Asia, but when Russia and China came to agreement on their 
mutual border, a large number of Kazakhs found themselves officially part of the Chinese nation.

Today, around 1.5 million Kazakhs call Xinjiang home, the majority living in the Junggar 
Basin and its surrounding mountain ranges, as well as in the Ili Valley. Livestock herding is still their 
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main livelihood, and although there are reasonable numbers of Kazakh urban dwellers in cities such 
as Urumqi, Yining, Altay City and Tacheng, and a few settled farmers in the Altai foothills and 
Ili Valley, their cultural connection to the nomadic life keeps most of them roving between high 
mountain summer pastures and lowland winter settlements. 

orses are intrinsic to the Kazakh way of life, and one of their most important cultural 
symbols. All Kazakhs are at home on horseback, often learning to ride before they can 
walk; on their steeds they protect and move their herds of sheep, cattle, horses and 

camels from one pasture to another. The Kazakh’s traditional home is the yurt – a portable lattice-
framed circular tent covered by thick felt, able to be assembled or packed away in a surprisingly 
short time, but sturdy and offering excellent shelter from the excessive heat and cold of the steppe 
and mountain environments. Inside, a yurt’s floor and walls are decorated with hand-woven rugs 
in bold, colourful geometric designs or using floral motifs influenced by the natural beauty of the 
surrounding landscape. 

Kazakhs are extremely hospitable people and will often invite visitors into their homes; they 
are great meat eaters, horsemeat being a delicacy, with mutton the main staple. Dairy products such 
as hard cheeses are popular, and kumis – fermented mare’s milk (mildly narcotic) – is the traditional 
drink of choice. Music and song is another important part of Kazakh identity, traditionally used to 
transmit cultural and religious beliefs between communities (see page 115). It is not uncommon to 
happen upon a shepherd on horseback with a dombra (lute) singing happily as he minds his herd. 
At communal gatherings, Kazakhs dress in all their finery – beautifully embroidered, flared dresses 
and hats with bird feathers on the crown for the women, regal open-fronted robes (also embroidered 
in bold patterns) and kalpaks, black-and-white felt caps with upturned brims, for the men. As well 
as feasting, music and dancing, they enthusiastically participate in sports and games such as kokpar 
(known farther south as buzkashi), the riotous rugby-like horseback competition using a goat or 
sheep carcass instead of a ball; wrestling – both on horseback and on the ground; picking a silver 
coin or weighted handkerchief from the ground whilst at full gallop; and kyz-kuu, or “catch the girl”, 
where a young man on horseback tries to catch and kiss a similarly mounted girl within a set distance 
– failing this, she is entitled to whip him for the return leg, to much laughter from onlookers. Eagle 
hunting and falconry are also very popular – a tradition shared with the Kyrgyz and Tajiks.

hui

The Hui are ethnically Chinese Muslims of uncertain origin – they probably grew as a distinct ethnic 
nationality from a combination of Persian traders, Mongol and Turkic immigrants who settled in 
China, intermarried and assimilated into the surrounding culture over time. Known historically as 
the Hui-he, and during the Qing Dynasty as Tungans (Dungans), they are most numerous in the 
provinces of Ningxia and Gansu, but also a significant presence in Xinjiang, where around 900,000 
now live, mostly in the Changji Hui Autonomous Prefecture, Turpan, Shanshan and Yanji Hui 
Autonomous counties, and the cities of Urumqi and Yining. 

In many ways similar to Han Chinese, the Hui differ in a few noticeable ways: Hui men 
usually wear small white caps, and the women cover their heads and shoulders with plain scarves 
tied around the neck. As Muslims, the Hui do not eat pork, but they have developed a number of 
distinctive dishes to compensate, from cooked sheep and cow entrails, fried sheep’s tail, bean jelly 
and fried cakes (youxiang) to the famous hand-pulled noodles that can be used in delicious hot soups 
(lamb and tomato noodle soup is a favourite) or fried, ring-shaped noodles called sanzi. Sweet foods 
are popular, and honey or brown sugar is often added to a savoury dish to change its flavour.

The Hui are conservative in their day-to-day living, follow the precepts of Islam carefully and 
celebrate Islamic festivals with fervour. They are family-oriented – a visitor will be greeted by the 
entire family, served fragrant tea, fruits and sweets, and treated with great respect – and renowned 
for their business sense. In Xinjiang, many Hui work in the catering and handicrafts industries, and 
of course in a range of trading businesses.

monGoLs

injiang’s Mongol population of approximately 173,000 is mainly located in the Bortala 
Mongolian Autonomous Prefecture, the Bayinguolin Mongolian Autonomous Prefecture, 
and in the Hoboksar Mongol Autonomous County near Tacheng. They are all descended 

from the Oirat Mongols who migrated from western Mongolia in the 15–16th centuries, but while 
some represent the remnants of the Junggar tribes who were crushed by the Qing armies, the 
majority are descendants of the Torgut Mongols who returned to China-controlled territory from 
the Volga River region of Russia during the 18th century (see page 249). 

ike the Kazakhs, Mongols are nomadic pastoralists, and the similarity between these two ethnic 
groups’ lifestyles and environments means that their cultures also follow comparable, if not identical, 
patterns. Mongol food is broadly the same as that of Kazakhs’ – mutton, beef, dairy products and 
bread making up the bulk of their diet; fermented mare’s milk is drunk with gusto, but called airag 
rather than kumis; and the Mongolian ger is almost identical to the Kazakh yurt. Music and poetry 
is also an important aspect of Mongol culture – like Kazakh music, it reflects the natural world of 
the mountains and grasslands in which they live, and often has a heroic warrior fighting evil as a 
central theme, such as in the folk epic “Jianger”. Important events such as the Nadaam (in July or 
August) and Nawruz (Spring) festivals are celebrated with huge gatherings during which games, 
poetry recitals, music and dancing take place, and competitions in horseback and standing archery, 
horse racing and wrestling are contested fiercely.

Mongols do differ from their Turkic neighbours in some fundamental ways, however: they 
have their own distinct written and spoken language, and they practise a form of Tibetan Buddhism 
that is heavily influenced by the shamanistic beliefs that preceded it (look for the obo stone cairns 
hung with silk scarves printed with prayers at mountain passes in Mongol areas within the central 
Tien Shan). Mongol clothing often utilizes silk in its festival finery, with red and blue the most 
common colours, decorated by either ethnic swirling patterns or intricate circular designs. Headwear 
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Clockwise from top left: Exuberant dancing at a meshrep, or 
Uygur party (Xinjiang Electronic Publishing House); a young 
Mongol woman in festival finery; a Kazakh boy at ease on his 
horse (Sun Jiabin x2); a colourfully painted traditional cradle  
(Peter Hibbard); members of a Kazakh aul congregate in a 
yurt; the meticulous crafting of the dopa, an intrinsic element 
of Uygur clothing (A Gai/Odyssey x2); a Uygur girl dressed 
in typically colourful clothing (Sun Jiabin).
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is varied, with girls often wearing scarves or embroidered bandana-style coverings, while men’s hats 
can have a tall central spike reminiscent of a mini stupa.

kyrGyz (kirGhiz)
The Kyrgyz number around 172,000 in Xinjiang, and are located primarily in the southwestern Kizilsu 
Kirghiz Autonomous Prefecture, although small numbers also make their home in the high border 
range of Aksu Prefecture, and the Tekes and Zhaosu counties south of the Ili Valley. A mountain-
loving people, the Kyrgyz originated in the upper Yenisey River region of Russia/Mongolia, but as 
a powerful tribe moved southwest and destroyed the Uygur Empire in the ninth century. They in 
turn were driven west into modern-day Kazakhstan, where they mingled with tribes in the northern 
foothills of the Tien Shan, before gradually moving south into the heart of the Heavenly Mountains 
and Pamirs, settling among the mighty peaks and valleys, and converting to Islam.

There are close historical, cultural, linguistic and religious connections between the Kyrgyz and 
Kazakhs – indeed, for a long time imperial Russia did not distinguish between the two, and termed 
both groups “Kyrgyz”. Because of these affinities, their customs, beliefs, eating habits and clothing are 
very similar. However, the geographic distinction of their homelands and a strong sense of tribal 
unity clearly defines the Kyrgyz identity, perfectly encapsulated in the epic poem “Manas”, sections 
of which are recited at festivals and other celebrations; like comparable Kazakh gatherings, these 
are excuses for much eating, music, singing and dancing, and sports and games such as horseback 
wrestling and swinging on high wooden swings. 

he Kyrgyz treat guests with great respect and ceremony. An important visitor will be 
honoured with a feast featuring a boiled sheep, and will be served the sheep’s head (as per 
Kazakh custom) as a sign of highest respect. Kyrgyz felts are exquisitely embroidered and 

of high quality, and their traditional clothing at festivals is stunning; normal headwear for women is 
a colourful headscarf but festival hats are fur-lined, pointed and topped with balls of bird feathers. 
Men wear the felt kalpak similar to that of Kazakhs, though generally somewhat taller in design. 
Milk tea with added salt is a popular Kyrgyz drink. 

Tajiks

The Tajiks occupy the high-altitude plains and valleys of the Pamirs in Xinjiang’s far southwest, their 
population of 44,000 mainly concentrated in the Tashkurgan Tajik Autonomous County, although 
small communities live in southern oasis towns such as Shache, Zepu, Yecheng and Pishan. Muslim 
and semi-nomadic, they have much in common with the nomadic cultures of the Kyrygz, Kazakh 
and Mongol ethnic groups, but the Tajiks come from Persian stock, and speak an entirely separate 
language of Indo-Iranian origin (though they write using the Uygur script). 

Historically the Tashkurgan region was home to the Sarikol kingdom, and in fact the people 
who live here belong to a Tajik sub-group whose dialect is distinct from the language spoken in the 
country of Tajikistan. Living at heights of 3,000 metres or more, theirs is a semi-nomadic lifestyle: 

they plant barley, wheat and other cold-resistant crops in the spring, move their herds of horses, 
sheep and yaks to high summer pastures and return in autumn to harvest their fields, ready for the 
long, cold winter. Tajik homes are roughly square, flat-roofed, low-ceilinged, and constructed from 
stone and wood (yurts or mud huts are used in the summer pastures), with a clay oven in the main 
room for warmth.

Tajik women wear distinctive “pillbox” hats usually covered by a white scarf, colourful dresses, 
jackets and skirts (all intricately embroidered) and smart leather boots; men use thick sheepskin hats 
for protection from the elements, with long sheepskin jackets belted at the waist, and equally practical 
high leather boots. A love of colour (especially red) makes Tajik festivals kaleidoscopic affairs, in 
particular weddings, which can last for three days of almost non-stop dancing and celebration. The 
most famous Tajik dance is a simulation of the flight of the eagle – their national symbol – with arms 
outstretched, graceful movements and twirling. A unique instrument is used, a short flute made 
from the wing bone of an eagle.

s well as the horse-related sports common to all Central Asian peoples, Tajiks hold yak 
races and hunt with birds of prey. Tajik greetings are interesting and carefully observed: 
two women will kiss each other lightly on the lips, two men will clasp hands and 

simultaneously kiss the back of the other’s hand, while a woman will greet a man by lowering her 
head to kiss his palm, while he blesses her by lightly touching her head. Etiquette is strictly observed 
– a visitor to a Tajik home should always remember not to remove their hat, not to tread on any food 
or salt, and to remain at the table until the food has been cleared away.

uzbeks

Xinjiang’s Uzbek population of around 15,000 is scattered throughout the region, mainly to the 
north and south of the Tien Shan, some practising agriculture but the majority city dwellers engaging 
in trade and handicraft businesses – Uzbeks are renowned for their skill with embroidery and 
needlework. A Turkic-speaking, Muslim people, it is difficult for visitors to distinguish Uzbeks from 
the more numerous Uygurs, since they share so many cultural, religious and social beliefs. Uzbeks 
trim their caps, collars, sleeves and hems with intricate embroidery, and their rich cuisine has 
influenced Xinjiang food heavily, in particular the many different types of plov, known in the region 
as poluo. On special occasions a dish called narren – mincemeat cooked with pepper, buttermilk and 
broth – is eaten with tasty nan bread, and the ravioli-like manty, filled either with meat, potatoes and 
onions or pumpkin, is also very popular. 

russians

Approximately 11,200 ethnic Russians reside in Xinjiang today, predominantly living in the northern 
cities of Yining, Tacheng, Altay City and Urumqi, though in rural areas they also farm, and practise 
market gardening and bee-keeping. Russians began migrating into Chinese-controlled territory in 
large numbers during the 18th century, fleeing the strictures of Tsarist Russia, but more arrived at 
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the end of the 19th century, and after the October Revolution of 1917 many White Russians escaped 
the Bolsheviks by crossing into Xinjiang.

Chinese Russians are mostly followers of the Orthodox Eastern Church, and thus celebrate 
the traditional festivals of Easter and Christmas. Their music and dance is different to many of 
Xinjiang’s other ethnic groups – tap dancing is popular, and guitars, balalaikas and accordions are 
used to make lively music. Traditionally they speak Russian – a Slavic language – and use Cyrillic 
script, but in official and business activities they all speak putonghua and use Chinese characters. 
Indeed, there has been so much intermarriage with Han Chinese over the years that many ethnic 
Russians now use Han names.

Some cultural traditions remain, such as eating three meals a day, a love of soup, bread and 
cakes, and beef and vegetable stews, accompanied by cucumbers and tomatoes. Russian men also 
have a penchant for wine, and many make their own at home. Yellow is the colour of betrayal, so 
nothing yellow is given as a gift – blue represents friendship and is therefore the favoured colour. 

TaTars

The Tatars (Tartars) are a Turkic-speaking people of confused origin. Most historians agree that 
they can be traced back to the Ta-ta tribe of the Lake Baikal region, who joined and mingled with 
the Mongol Golden Horde of Genghis Khan, spreading across the Eurasian steppe as far as the Volga 
and Crimean regions. Land grabbing and persecution in 19-century Tsarist Russia forced many to 
flee, and the early 20th century saw many Tatar merchants and intellectuals migrating across China’s 

borders and settling in the towns and 
cities of northern Xinjiang. 

Today around 4,700 Tatars live 
in Xinjiang; they mainly practise Islam 
and are comparatively well educated, 
occupying significant positions in trade 
and industry. As a small minority they 
have mixed freely with Uygurs and 
Kazakhs, and most speak either of 
these languages in preference to their 
own. Traditionally Tatar men wear 
embroidered white shirts and caps 
under black waistcoats or robes, while 
the women wear pleated skirts and a 
small cap with a veil covering the back of 
the head and neck. This clothing is still 
worn on special occasions, but Western 
dress is the common apparel these days.

Tatars celebrate the Saban (Plough) Festival each spring, as well as all the Islamic festivals; 
their music is lively and cheerful, made using accordions, two-stringed violins, the kunie (a wooden 
flute) and kebisie (a type of harmonica), with themes harking back to their steppe origins. Tatar 
pastries are very popular throughout Xinjiang, including the gubaidiai and the yitebailixi, whose 
crisp crusts contain delicious soft centres of cheese, dried apricots and rice, and pumpkin, meat and 
rice, respectively. Tatars are known for their orderliness and cleanliness – their houses are quiet 
havens, and their dining rooms and kitchens kept spotless. 

manchus

injiang’s Manchu population are descendants of the Qing Dynasty’s “eight banner 
battalions”, large groups of soldiers (and subsequently their families) transferred from 
northeast China to populate and safeguard the region. Today, there are approximately 

24,000 Manchus concentrated in Urumqi and the Ili, Changji and Hami areas. Prior to the 1911 
revolution, Manchu men wore their hair in a queue and dressed in short jackets over long belted 
gowns, while women coiled their hair high on the heads and wore the classic cheongsam and small, 
embroidered shoes. However, after the revolution the queue was abolished and cheongsams became 
the standard Han dress, and as the 20th century progressed Manchu clothing and customs became 
virtually the same as the Han Chinese.

Manchus are predominantly farmers, and like the Han celebrate the Spring and Mid-Autumn 
festivals, but the Banjin Festival is a specifically Manchu tradition, celebrating their official self-

Xinjiang’s ethnic Russians often retain their own distinct customs (Xinjiang Electronic Publishing House). Tatar Women sing at a local event (Sun Jiabin).
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naming as “Manchu” in 1635. It falls on the 13th day of the 10th lunar month, and traditional 
clothing (minus the queues) is still worn – the women look spectacular in gorgeous silk cheongsams 
and high, flat headdresses decorated with flower motifs. Manchu food is based around wheat and 
millet dishes, with mutton the favoured meat. Dumplings, steamed buns and candied rice “cookies” 
are popular.

daur

Like the Manchus, the Daur were brought to Xinjiang as part of the Qing’s “eight banner” system 
in the 18th century. A tribe of Mongol origin from modern-day Heilongjiang Province, they were 
stationed first in the Ili Valley on the Horgas River, then relocated to the Tacheng area, where they 
are centred today, and number around 6,700. Although they retain their own language, the Daur also 
speak any of the prevailing necessary languages required, from putonghua to Kazakh, Mongolian 
or Uygur. They are predominantly farmers and livestock breeders, and dress in similar fashion to 
Mongols, wearing long, vividly coloured robes, embroidered at the neck, cuffs and hem, and belted 
for men. 

Millet or buckwheat noodles form the Daurs’ staple food, together with dairy products and 
plenty of meat, including mutton, beef, fish and chicken. They are renowned for their bravery, and 
enjoy riding, shooting and wrestling sports, as well as a type of field hockey. The Daur religion is 
based on shamanism, while some are Tibetan Buddhists.

Xibe

umbering 42,000, the Xibe (historically known as the Sibo) are an ethnic group originating 
from central Manchuria in northeast China (near present-day Shenyang). Distinguished 
from the Manchus by their own language, a distinct dialect of Manchu, Xinjiang’s 

Xibe population have preserved their native tongue and many traditional customs, while the Xibe 
who remained in their homeland have lost them and become fully assimilated into Han Chinese 
culture. 

Like the Daur and Manchu groups, the Xibe were translocated by Emperor Qianlong as a 
reinforcement measure to guard against insurrection or incursions in remote Xinjiang during the 
mid–late 18th century. They were settled in the Ili Valley, where they consolidated their position and 
made a home for themselves in the Qapqal region of the Ili River. Today, the majority still live here, 
mainly in Qapqal Xibe Autonomous County and to a lesser extent Huocheng and Gongliu counties. 
Their religion is a mixture of shamanism, Tibetan Buddhism and ancestor worship.

Xibe traditional dress is similar in many ways to that of the Manchus, but is only worn during 
festivals by the older folk – Western-style clothing is now the usual attire, as with the majority of 
Xinjiang’s ethnic groups, especially in or near major cities. The Xibe are fond of pickled vegetables, 
milk and butter tea, and a traditional dish made from an entire sheep, all its parts chopped up and 
made into a soup. As well as the Spring Festival and other regional celebrations, the Xibe have their 

own special event, the “April 18th Festival”, commemorating the end of their long journey to 
Xinjiang, and the founding of their new home.

Festival sports and games follow the usual pattern, with horseracing, wrestling and much 
singing and dancing going on; however, the Xibe are particularly famous for their skill as archers 
– they are regularly represented at national and international events. They are also renowned for 
their language skills, often mastering all the major ethnic languages in Xinjiang and working in high-
level positions in business and government.

sPorTs and Games
injiang’s array of ethnicities has resulted in a wide range of exciting and fascinating ethnic 
sports and games played throughout the region. Some cross ethnic boundaries and are 
played by many different groups: the horseback team sport involving violent “tussling” for 

a sheep or goat carcass known variously as kokpar or buzkashi is enjoyed by Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Tajiks 
and even Uygurs; wrestling is hugely popular with Mongols, Kazakhs, Daur, Xibe and other groups; 
horse races, or baiga, are intrinsic to all the nomadic cultures, as is archery, both standing and from 
horseback.

Hunting with birds of prey, including eagles, hawks and falcons is practised from the Altai 
to the Kunlun mountains; the Kyrgyz, Tajiks and Kazakhs use eagles to hunt large animals in the 
mountains such as wolves, wild sheep and foxes, and falcons for birds and smaller prey like hares, but 
the Uygurs of the southern Tarim oases also enjoy falconry. Racing of various domestic animals is 
popular, from camel and donkey races in the desert oases communities to yak racing in the high 
mountain plateaus. Traditionally Uygurs enjoy pitting animals in contest against one another; at 
festival times ram fights are watched enthusiastically, and cock fighting is also practised. 

Swinging games are a favourite pastime for many ethnic groups; Kazakhs and Kyrgyz use logs 
suspended between double A-frame structures, on which two or more girls stand and swing back 
and forth until the log is almost vertical, inducing squeals of excitement. Another form of this game 
caters to more participants, whereby a thick central pole is raised and rooted firmly in the ground, 
and multiple ropes tied to a revolving wheel at its apex; participants spin around the pole holding a 
rope and swinging as high as possible as the collective speed increases. 

The most famous traditional Uygur festival game, however, is the Dawaz (tightrope walking), 
a high-wire act involving feats of heart-stopping derring-do, with both children and adults walking 
ropes strung between poles at heights of 10–15 metres above ground – there is no safety net – whilst 
performing various balancing tricks with cups, steel hoops, etc. The Dawaz is performed in front of 
major sites such as the Emin Minaret in Turpan, the Idkah Mosque in Kashgar – where there is an 
annual Dawaz Festival – and from one rooftop to another across the International Grand Bazaar 
square in Urumqi. The most famous Dawaz performer is Adili Wuxor, a Uygur who crossed the 
Yangtze River on a highwire in record time in 1997.
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musicaL TradiTions
injiang’s numerous ethnic groups boast rich and varied musical traditions that, in some 
cases, are traceable far back into recorded history. During the Western Han Dynasty (206 
BCE–8 CE) the music of Yutian (the ancient name for the modern-day Hotan region) 

had already reached its capital, Chang’an, and by the Northern and Southern Dynasties (386–589 
CE) the music of the famed kingdom of Qiuci (Kucha) had become popular in the east. During the 
artistic “golden age” of the Tang Dynasty (618–907), distinct music types from Qiuci, Gaochang and 
Shule influenced the development of music and dance at the Chang’an court – and even as far as 
Japan and Korea. The Uygur music of today claims inheritance from those ancient traditions. 

uyGur music     —by Fausto Caceres (http://compound-eye.org/rogc)
Xinjiang’s musical landscape is as fertile 
as its oases and mountain pastures. 
While influenced by Central Asian 
sounds recognizable across a huge area 
of central Eurasia, travel to different 
areas in Xinjiang and you will notice an 
obvious variety of regional Uygur styles. 
The complexity of cultural histories 
woven into its many communities has 
resulted in a diverse musical spectrum 
worthy of note; one could say that 
listening to the range of styles that have 
been cultivated in the different oases 
are in and of themselves a small historical tour of ancient traditions, introduced and influenced by 
connection through routes of trade while evolving regional characteristics by geographical isolation. 
Throughout the vastness of Xinjiang, unique stylistic qualities are apparent in the regions of Kashgar, 
Hotan, Aksu, Hami (Kumul) and Ili. 

The most prestigious and celebrated genre of Uygur music is the Muqam (Mukam), the 
Uygur art form that was declared a “masterpiece of the oral and intangible heritage of humanity” 
by UNESCO in 2005. There are essentially four main regional Muqam styles, namely the Twelve 
Muqam, Dolan Muqam, Turpan Muqam and Qumul Muqam. The most renowned of these is the 
Twelve Muqam (On Ikki Muqam), a complex suite of 12 widely dynamic sections regarded as the 
classical music of the Uygurs. Each intricate symphonic section varies wildly within the muqam. 

Above: Music has been an important element in cultural tradition among Uygurs – and all Xinjiang’s other ethnic groups – for millennia 
(Sun Jiabin). Opposite top: A Uygur acrobat performs the Dawaz in front of the Emin Minaret in Turpan during a festival (Xinjiang 
Electronic Publishing House). Opposite bottom: A game of kokpur or buzkashi in full flow (Sun Jiabin).
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In the mid-16th century, Amanisa Han (Aman Isa Khan, 1526–1560), an imperial concubine 
of the Yarkand Khanate who was also an accomplished musician and poetess, worked to collate and 
preserve the rich resources of Uygur folk music that were then scattered among Uygur-populated 
areas to the north and south of the Tien Shan mountains. Aided by other musicians, she ultimately 
arranged and standardized 12 lavish, entertaining compositions from existing music, now collectively 
known as the Twelve Muqam; each consists of a Muqäddimä (introduction), a suite of elaborate 
named pieces, the Chong näghmä (great music), Dastan (narrative songs), and the faster section of 
the muqam which includes dancing – the Meshrep (Mäshräp, or “gathering”). As this collection in 
essence unified groups of people spread over an immense territory, to many it has come to be thought 
of as an anchor of Uygur identity.

However other distinct musical traditions, also referred to as muqam, exist in Xinjiang,  
such as the music played by the Dolan Uygurs in the region between Aksu and Kashgar. While the 
Twelve Muqam are regarded as Uygur classical music, music of the Dolan region can be thought of  
as Uygur “soul-rock” with its wild, wailing falsettos and heavy rhythms. Dolan instruments 
are also quite distinct although they generally share the same names as the most popular Uygur 
instruments.

The most common Uygur instruments are:

• Dutar – a long-necked, two-stringed (usually nylon) lute with a bulbous body. The dutar is used 
in folk songs and in the muqam. It is also the most common instrument found in Uygur homes. 

• Rawap – a plucked, metal-stringed lute with a small, bowl-shaped body covered with skin, and 
distinctive ornamental horns.

• Dap – a frame drum lined with metal rings covered with donkey skin. It plays a key role in folk 
songs and instrumental muqam music.

• Tämbür – a long-necked lute similar in general shape to the dutar but notably thinner and with 
five metal strings.

• Sunay – a small, double-reed wind instrument with a wooden body, finger holes and metal bell. 

• Naghra – iron kettledrums covered in skin and played with a pair of wooden sticks. Sunay and 
naghra are usually played together in groups. They can be found signalling wedding processions or 
in cities signalling the opening of new businesses.

Other instruments include the chang (hammered dulcimer), satar (long, bowed lute) and sapaya 
(paired percussive sticks with metal rings – often played by beggars and Sufis).

In addition to muqam and traditional folk styles, Xinjiang is home to its own vibrant pop 
music scene, the most popular music being contemporary adaptations of traditional folk songs. 
Songs most often infuse traditional as well as modern instrumentation for a sound that remains very 
much culturally tied to the region and its indigenous peoples.

n arriving in Xinjiang for the first time, an initial sampling of Uygur music can be found 
– and heard – on Sheng Li Lu just south of the International Grand Bazaar in Urumqi, 
where the cacophony of sound creates a virtual walking mix-tape of some of the most 

infectious local pop music you will hear anywhere in China. Along this strip a dozen or more CD 
shops are lined up within a block; indeed, if you have an ear for Uygur music recordings – both 
classical muqam, folk and pop, or recordings by artists of the Central Asian countries to the west and 
south – this is where you can begin sampling CDs.

The same and more will be found as you head to the cities of the south, and you may very well 
encounter impromptu outdoor performances in parks and bazaars, or meshreps under shaded grape 
trellises during the summer months. Popular performers of folk and pop of recent years include: 
Abdullah Abdurehim; Momenjan; Abdurehim Heyt (king of the dutar); Shahridzoda; Abdukadir 
Yar Eli; Arzigul Tursun; and Dilnaz (a Uygur performer from Kazakhstan), to name but a handful. 

It is worth paying attention to the richness of Uygur music, this “music farthest from the sea”. 
So tightly woven is musical tradition within the tapestry of Uygur culture – and indeed that of all 
Xinjiang’s ethnic groups – that it may just serve the listener as a gateway to a deeper understanding 
of the spirit of the region. 

an eThnic musicaL kaLeidoscoPe

While you are most likely to be exposed to Uygur music during your travels, each of Xinjiang’s other 
ethnic groups have their own distinct musical traditions, using similar styles and instrumentation 
but still recognizably their own.

Kazakh music is based around their nomadic culture, and is very similar to both Kyrgyz and 
Uzbek folk music forms (unsurprising, given the close ethnic backgrounds of these three groups). It 
is said that, “a good horse and a song are the wings of the Kazakhs”. Travelling bards known as akyns 
move around between communities, singing either unaccompanied or with a long-necked string 
instrument such as the dombra or kobyz (lute-like instruments, the former plucked, the latter played 
with a bow); they spread songs telling of legend and myth, of folk tales, religious beliefs and amusing 
everyday activity, simple, gracefully melodious and narrative in nature with frequent changes of 
rhythm. The lack of a written language in Kazakh and Kyrgyz history was compensated for by 
the development of music and poetry that could travel with and between the herds and mobile 
communities of the nomads. During festivals and get-togethers contests known as aytis take place 
between akyns, who battle through song, improvising witty lyrics that can be social or political, with 
the audience deciding the winner.

Kyrgyz travelling musicians are called manaschi, and their folk music is characterized by 
the use of long, sustained pitches, rich harmonious chords blended with sprightly tunes and free 
rhythms, with Russian elements also distinguishable. Their most popular musical instrument is the 
komuz, a plucked three-string instrument, and the musical subject matter is typically heroic sagas, in 
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particular the Manas epic (20 times longer than Homer’s Odyssey), the patriotic tale of the warrior 
Manas and his descendants, who fight the Kara-Khitan and Kalmyk nations. Other Kyrgyz folk 
instruments include the kyl kiak, a two-stringed bow instrument, the sybyzgy, a side-blown flute, and 
the temir ooz komuz (mouth komuz), also known as the jew’s harp in some countries. 

The music of the Mongols follows either the “long song” or “short song” format, with the 
former used for epic song and using changing rhythms that can be a strict beat structure or freeform, 
depending on the singer, and the latter quick and lively, often humorous and dealing with the 
everyday world – herding, man’s connection with nature and the animal kingdom, horses, women, 
etc. The classic Mongol instrument is the moriin khuur or matouqin, a two-stringed fiddle with a 
trapezoidal soundbox, played with a bow. The three-stringed, lute-like shanz is also used, as well as a 
table zither with 14 strings called a yootchin.

A highly distinctive and now quite famous musical treat can be seen in Xinjiang near Kanas 
Lake, where a few of the Tuva people still practise throat singing, a diphonic form of song where 
the singer can produce two or even three separate tones at the same time. Tuvans also use the limbe, 
a long flute with a rich, deep tonal quality.

The folksongs of the Tajiks in the high mountains of the Pamirs are centred around the 
harsh but beautiful natural world that surrounds them. The melodic tunes are often sung in chorus, 
accompanied by hand drums, a rawap and the unique Tajik nay, a short flute made from the wing 
bone of an eagle. 

The Xibe, Manchu and Daur peoples, whose origins lie in far-off northeastern China, have 
preserved their own ancient folk music. To the untrained ear their songs may sound similar to that of 
the Mongols, but the melodies and song structures of each are unique. Sadly, their small populations 
and ongoing integration into a homogenized mainstream Xinjiang society mean the chances for 
visitors to encounter them are small. 

The music of the Tatars and Russians is lyrical, with easy rhythms, usually played using 
accordions, mandolins and guitars. Tatar folksongs like “The White Swan Shakes its Wings” are 
melodic and popular throughout northern Xinjiang in particular. Uzbek classical music is known 
as shashmaqam, and is similar to the Uygur muqam, but modern Uzbek folk and rock music, using 
elements and instruments of the past but infused with Western forms, are extremely popular 
throughout Xinjiang today.

LiTeraTure
The early communities and nomadic tribes that populated Xinjiang in ancient times relied on oral 
traditions such as storytelling, poetry and song to express their cultural, religious and social heritage. 
The Sogdians who effectively “managed” the commerce along the trade routes through Xinjiang used 
a written language to detail their business but also their religious practice. Most of the early Uygur 
literary works were translations of Buddhist and Manichaean religious texts, such as the Sutras of 
the Golden Lustre, translated in the 10th century from Sanskrit into the Uygur script that was itself 
derived from Sogdian. However, there were also narrative and poetic works, for example the epic of 
Oghuznama, a tale common in northwestern Turkic-speaking areas. Some of these early Uygur texts 
have been translated into English, Russian, German and Turkish. 

owever, with the coming of Islam to Kashgar and the south of Xinjiang in the 11th century, 
Uygur literature flourished. Among hundreds of important works surviving from that era 
are the Kutadgu Bilig (The Knowledge of Happiness) by Yusuf Has Hajib, Divan-i Lugat-it 

Türk (A Dictionary of Turkic Dialects) by Mohammed Kashgeri, and Ahmed Iagnaki’s Atabetul 
Hakayik (The Gift of Reasons) of the late 12th or early 13th century. Many of these works were 
written in Chaghatai, a Turkic language written in script derived from Arabic.

Medieval Uygur literature encompassed both Islamic religious works – such as the 14th-
century Tales of the Prophets by Rabghuzi – and tales based on legend, like Oghuzname (The Legend 
of Oghuz Kagan), dating to the 15th century. At the same time, the Timurid Turkic poet and 
philosopher Alishir Nowai based epic poems on the Irano-Central Asian love stories of Leyla and 
Majnun, and Farhad and Shirin. 

Kazakh musical instruments on display at the Ili Kazak Autonomous Prefecture Museum in Yining (Jeremy Tredinnick).
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The FaTher’s LasT Three Wishes

nce upon a time there lived an old 
man who had three sons. After years 

passed he became confined to bed. One day 
he called his children to him so that he could 
tell them his last will.

“Please go to the garden, and each of you 
bring me two sticks as thick as your fingers 
and as long as your arm.”

They did as he requested and then 
kneeled by the bed of their mortally ill 
father.

“My sons,” the father said, making his 
last will, “I will not remain with you much 
longer. I will pass away as soon as Fate calls. 
Now I am going to leave with you my last 
three wishes. First, each of you break one of 
the sticks you picked up.”

Dutifully they did what they were 
asked. The sticks broke quite easily.

“Now put all the remaining sticks 
together in a bundle and break them,” he 
instructed.

The three sons bundled together the 
three remaining sticks, and none of them 
could break them.

“Now, working together, the three of you 
try to break them.” 

The three sons exerted their energy 
together, and the sticks broke.

“Aha, do you understand the point? 
Strength comes from unity. That is my first 
wish. After I die, please hold together in love 
for each other. If you continue to unite as 
one man, you will be courageous and strong 
for the remainder of your lives.

“My second wish is this,” the old man 
continued, “always eat your bread with 
honey. Do not eat a piece of tasteless bread. I 
am not going to tell you my third wish right 
now. Please fulfill the two that I have told 
you, and you will see the results. Whenever 
you meet with difficulties that you cannot 
resolve, just ask your mother about my third 
wish. Then you will be alright.”

Soon afterward the old father died. 
As he had instructed, the three sons lived 
together in perfect harmony. Devotedly they 
cared for one another, but lived in idleness.

In addition, according to their father’s 
second wish, they always ate honey with 

their bread. This required that they sell all 
the furniture from their family home, to 
pay for the honey. Their standard of living 
rapidly deteriorated. Then, finally, they 
came to their mother to ask about their 
father’s third wish.

“My sons,” said the mother, “there is a 
bag of golden ingots buried in the garden. 
Your father provided it for just such a 
contingency. But he did not say where it is. 
It seems to have been buried around one 
of the fruit trees. Take your hoe and spade 
with you, and try to dig it up.” 

The three sons immediately began to 
dig up the garden. They worked through the 
morning and became tired and hungry. The 
mother brought them bread and water for 
lunch. Her children ate these as if they had 
never tasted such a delicious meal. After 
they finished working that evening, they 
once again enjoyed the same bread-and-
water meal. 

They worked in this manner for about 
two months, until all the soil in the garden 
had been loosened.

Even though the golden ingots were 
never found, the trees that had been 
neglected for some years were bearing fruit 
again. The mother called her sons together 
and said: 

“Do not try to find the golden ingots 
anymore, my sons. Let me tell you what 
your father’s second and third wishes mean. 
To eat bread with honey means to eat by 
working. Your bread tasted like honey after 
your tiring work. That is what you have 
experienced. Now, listen to your father’s 
third wish. Actually, there are no golden 
ingots buried in the garden. In order to 
obtain the treasure you have loosened 
the soil of the orchard. The fruit-bearing 
branches are the golden ingots that your 
father meant.”

Cuiyi Wei and Karl W. Luckert, Uighur 
Stories from Along the Silk Road, 1998 
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etween the early murals of Miran and 
the latest work in the Turfan area 

lie almost a thousand years. Throughout 
this millennium a characteristic form 
of temple art flourished in the oasis 
kingdoms and reached occasional heights 
of outstanding excellence. This remarkable 
stream of creative production brings into 
question previous references to the area 
as no more than a highway connecting 
the ancient Eastern and Western Worlds, 
and to its civilization as the culture of 
the Silk Road. Considering the relatively 
small dimensions of international trade 
in ancient times, it would seem extremely 
unlikely that several dozen or even several 
hundred camel caravans a year could have 
supplied the economic foundations for such 
extensive artistic and religious enterprise. 
On the other hand the region abounds in 
evidences of much wider areas of cultivation 
supporting a much larger population in 
former periods than today. This agricultural 
prosperity, based on the known richness of 
the soil when properly irrigated, would go 
much further than the commerce of the silk 
route to explain not only why the Tarim 
Basin could afford so many monasteries and 
temples, but why it attracted a continuous 
stream of invaders. 

estern scholars have generally 
approached Sinkiang as a peripheral 

area, a sort of transmission belt through 
which classical Greek forms, motifs, and 
techniques were passed on to China and 
Japan. Later on recognition was granted 
to Persian and Indian influences, and 
even traces of contact with Byzantium. 
Attention has also been devoted to the 
westward expansion of elements of 
Chinese civilization. The accumulated 
archaeological evidence, however, suggests 
the need for revision of these older attitudes. 
At first (as at Niya and Miran), a mere 
outpost of the Hellenistic world of western 
Asia, the Tarim Basin later developed a 
unique synthesis of alien and indigenous 
cultural elements. The Kyzyl tableaux and 
mountainscapes, the Rustam from Dandan 
Oilik, the goddesses and friars of Shorchuk, 
the Uighur nobles of Bezeklik – to cite only 
a few examples – could have been created 
nowhere else in the world. On grounds of 
the distinctive character and the intrinsic 
value of its productions, Buddhist Central 
Asia clearly ranks as an art center of 
international importance.”

Alice Thorner, in an Appendix to Pivot of 
Asia, by Owen Lattimore, 1950

In the 17th–18th centuries, lyric genres such as the ghazal (love poems) and gasida (long 
couplet-formed odes) flourished. Romantic imagery blossomed, as did the perennially popular 
theme of heroism. Famous poetic works of this era include “Gul we Bulbul” (“The Rose and the 
Nightingale”) by Shah Yari, “Muhabbatnama we Mihnetkame” (“Love and Bitterness Intertwined”) 
by Hirkit, and “Muhbbatnama” (“Love Letter”) by Molla Abdureyim. 

By the 19th and 20th centuries, elements of unrest began to appear in Uygur literature, with 
resistance a theme existing uneasily alongside tales of love. Uygur scholars, poets and writers were 
often caught up in the struggles of the times. Ziya Samedi (1914–2000) was a Kazakhstan-born 
Uygur intellectual who promoted Uygur education and nationalism in the Ili Valley in the 1930s 
and was arrested and imprisoned for seven years as a result. Upon his release and the demise of the 
republic, however, he occupied various important roles within the PRC’s new Xinjiang Government, 
as regional director of education, director of culture and chairman of the writer’s association, but in 
1958 was convicted as an “ethnic nationalist” and sentenced to two years in a re-education camp. 
After this he fled Xinjiang and settled once again in Kazakhstan, from where he wrote a number of 
famous historical novels, including Ehmet Ependi (Mr Ehmet), Mayimhan and Yillar Siri (Secret of the 
Years), none of which are legally permitted in Xinjiang. 

Among the most famous and well-loved pieces of modern Uygur literature are Iz (The Track) 
and Uyghanghan Zemin (The Awakened Land), by Abdurehim Otkur (1923–1995), a Hami-born 
author and poet who over the years worked as a newspaper editor, government interpreter, and 
finally as a scholar of Xinjiang’s Institute of Literature Studies of the Academy of Philosophy and 
Social Sciences. Zordun Sabir (1937–1988) is another popular Uygur author, most famous for his 
historical novel Anayurt. 

reLiGion and arT
he most significant innovations carried along the trade routes to China were the belief 
systems and religious arts of India, Central Asia and the Middle East – but before they 
reached and began influencing dynastic China they had already found a home in the oasis 

kingdoms of the Tarim Basin. Buddhism began its evolution as a religious doctrine in the sixth century 
BCE, and was adopted as India’s official religion in the third century BCE. When Buddhism, and to a 
lesser extent Manichaeism and Nestorianism arrived in China, their art and creed revolutionized its 
culture – but their impact on the kingdoms of the Western Regions was equally profound. Thanks 
to the climatic conditions and forbidding geography of the region, many of the structures in Xinjiang 
housing ancient religious manuscripts, beautiful frescoes and statuary– built from the first century 
BCE to the end of the Tang Dynasty – lay hidden under centuries of sand until their rediscovery at 
the turn of the 20th century. 

Previous pages: Worshippers leave Kashgar’s Idkah Mosque after midday prayers, some checking in on business or friends by cell phone, others 
attracted to makeshift stalls in the square outside, which sell shoes, dopas and other day-to-day items (Magnus Bartlett).

a uniQue arTisTic oasis
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Above: A ninth-century mural detail showing Tokharians offering gifts of money to the Buddha, from Cave 20 in the Bezeklik complex – this 
piece disappeared from the Museum fur Indische Kunst, Berlin, in 1945. Below: A mural from the Cave of Statues in the Kizil complex near 
Kucha, showing celestial musicians in an Indo-Persian style (Courtesy of the Asian Art Museum, National Museums in Berlin). Opposite: 
The Bezeklik caves are situated in a stunning location in a steep gorge within the Flaming Mountains near Turpan (Jeremy Tredinnick).

According to legend, the Han Emperor Mingdi, who had already heard of Buddhism, dreamt 
of a golden figure floating in a halo of light – perhaps a flying apsara (Buddhist angel) – that was 
interpreted by the Emperor’s wise men to be the Buddha himself. Consequently, an envoy was sent 
to India to learn about the new religion, returning with sacred Buddhist texts and paintings as 
well as Indian priests to explain the teachings of the Buddha to the Emperor. Monks, missionaries 
and pilgrims began travelling from India to Central Asia and then on to China, bringing Buddhist 
writings and paintings, while converts followed the Silk Road west. The new Buddhist art that 
emerged in the Tarim Basin, now known as Serindian art, absorbed different styles and forms along 
the way, including those popular in the Kingdom of Gandhara (in what is now the Peshawar valley 
of northwest Pakistan), where indigenous Indian art forms had already been mixed with those of the 
Greeks and Persians in the early sixth century BCE.

his Graeco-Indian or Gandharan art was considered revolutionary for its depiction of 
the Buddha in human form, the temporal earthbound personality of Sakyamuni. Since 
Sakyamuni had achieved nirvana, escaping the cycles of birth and rebirth, he had essentially 

ceased to exist. He had previously been symbolized by a footprint, a wheel, a tree, a stupa or Sanskrit 
characters. The Greek (Hellenistic) influence on traditional Buddhist painting was obvious: instead 
of a loincloth the Buddha wore flowing robes, had a straight chiselled nose and brow, full lips and 
wavy hair. Some of the Indian influences that remained were the heavy eyelids and elongated ear 
lobes, stretched long because of Sakyamuni’s former life as a heavily jewelled and worldly prince, a 
symbol of the life he renounced for the ascetic spiritual life. 

As a result of rushed and highly unprofessional 
excavations in the cities and temples of Gandhara 
(which were already in extremely poor condition), 
most of the wall paintings and frescoes were destroyed 
and sculptures are all that remain of this exquisite art 
form. Nonetheless, it was this art form that travelled 
across the Pamirs, establishing itself in the oasis towns 
of the Taklamakan and beyond, where it was again to 
absorb new influences. Concurrently with the school 
of Gandhara, the school of Mathura also began to 
show the Buddha in human form, and its influence is 
noticeable in figures found in Rawak on the Southern 
Silk Road. 

With the rapid spread of Buddhism along the Silk Road, elaborate cave complexes and 
monasteries were built in and around the oasis towns, generously supported by powerful local 
families and merchants to ensure the safe passage of their caravans. Many of the cave frescoes 
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portray these benefactors in pious positions, sometimes by name, since these gifts were believed to 
help them in their quest for nirvana. Pilgrims from China continued to travel west searching for 
original manuscripts and holy sites, over the Karakoram range to Gandhara and India. 

The first Chinese pilgrim to actually reach India and return with extensive knowledge of 
Buddhism was Fa Xian (337–422 CE), a monk who travelled the southern route in 399, through 
Dunhuang and Khotan and over the Himalayas to India. He studied Buddhism under various 
Indian masters in Benares, Gandhara and Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and went as far as Sumatra and Java 
in Indonesia; altogether he visited over 30 countries, returning to China in 414 via the sea route. The 
Buddhist monk Xuanzang (600–664) is perhaps the most well known of all Chinese travellers on 
the Silk Road, and one of the four great translators of Buddhist texts. His lasting fame is primarily 
due to the humorous 16th-century novel Journey to the West (also known as Monkey), a fictional 
account of his pilgrimage that includes the various escapades of an odd assortment of characters who 
accompany the monk on his journey.

uanzang left Chang’an in 629 and travelled along the northern Silk Road to Turpan, 
Kucha, then on to Tashkent, Samarkand and Bactria, over the Hindu Kush to Gandhara 
and eventually farther south to Sri Lanka. He studied Mahayana Buddhism, particularly 

the Yogachara school, at various monasteries for 14 years and became a renowned scholar, winning 
many debates against Hinayana Buddhist scholars. He returned to China in 645 via the Southern 
Silk Road and wrote Records of the Western Regions, an excellent account of his travels and the state 
of Buddhism in the seventh century. 

With a disciple he co-founded the Fa Xiang school, the Chinese form of Yogachara, which 
was popular during the Tang Dynasty. The central tenet in this belief is that the external world 
is a product of our consciousness, things exist only as far as they exist in our minds, and nirvana 
(Buddhahood) is achieved after working through several complex levels of spiritual development 
and detachment. The Fa Xiang school denies that Buddhahood is possible for everyone, in direct 
opposition to other Mahayana schools, and it actually contributed to the latter’s decline after the Tang 
Dynasty. Xuanzang translated over 75 Sanskrit works into Chinese, and translated the teachings of 
the Taoist philosopher Laozi into Sanskrit as well. His translations were known for their high literary 
content and he was instrumental in creating an extensive Buddhist vocabulary in Chinese. 

The religions of Manichaeism and Nestorian Christianity were also introduced, accepted 
and assimilated along the Silk Road and found solid bases in many Tarim kingdoms, although neither 
reached the popularity enjoyed by Buddhism. Manichaeism was started by Manes of Persia in the 
third century BCE and is a religion based on the opposing principles of light and dark (spirit and 
flesh). Followers of Manichaeism, persecuted by the Sassanian kings in the third to sixth centuries 
CE, began arriving in Central Asia and flourished during the Sui (581–618) and Tang dynasties. 
Until the discovery of Manichaean libraries and wall paintings at Kharakhoja (Gaochang, near 
Turpan), little was known of this religious sect, believed by most scholars to have no literature or 

art. It sustained a substantial following into the 10th century, but then quickly disappeared with 
the advent of Islam in the West and Buddhism in the East. However, Manichaeism survived in 
southeastern China until the 17th century. 

ne of the essential beliefs of Nestorian Christianity is that Christ is fully human as well as 
fully divine, both natures being complete side by side. This belief was condemned in 431 
by the Council of Ephesus and hence forbidden in the Roman Empire. The Independent 

Church of the East, based in Seleucia-Ctesiphon near today’s Baghdad, retained this belief. Unable 
to expand westwards, the Persian Church sent its missionaries east towards China in the seventh 
century. Nestorian manuscripts were discovered in the Turpan and Khotan regions and Marco Polo 
found thriving Nestorian communities in cities along the Silk Road as late as the 13th century, even 
though all foreign religions had been heavily persecuted in 843–845. Eventually, under pressure from 
Islam these religions disappeared from northwestern China.

Islam was first introduced to China by Arab traders and missionaries travelling along the 
Silk Road during the Tang Dynasty. In Xinjiang, Islam pervades almost every facet of society: the 
muezzin’s call to prayer from the minarets of the many mosques spread throughout the oasis towns, 
the ubiquitous skull caps worn by all men, the copies of the Koran and other religious material 
piled up in front of the mosques, the veiled women in the bazaar – all are constant reminders of the 
devotion and pervading existence of this belief. 

Islam – Arabic for “submission to God” – was founded by the Prophet Muhammad, born in 
the city of Mecca (Saudia Arabia) in 570 CE. Muhammad declared that there was but one God, that 
he was God’s messenger, and preached a universal brotherhood in which all men were equal. As an 
able statesman and commander, he unified the Arab nations. The people of the Middle East were 
ready to accept Muhammad’s new religion after centuries of fighting and wars between khanates. 
Islam flourished, and within a century it had stretched from Persia to Spain. 

very Muslim has five fundamental religious duties, known as the Pillars of Islam. He must 
recite the creed, La illaha illa ‘llah Muhammad Rasulu llah (“There is no God but Allah, 
and Muhammad is his prophet”), pray five times a day facing Mecca, fast during the 

month of Ramadan, give alms to the poor and make a pilgrimage to Mecca. The Koran is the holy 
book of Islam, consisting of written and oral records compiled during Muhammad’s lifetime and in 
the years immediately following his death. It contains the philosophy and moral code of Islam and 
is considered the true word of God as revealed to Muhammad; it is the supreme authority to which 
every Muslim looks for guidance. The teachings of Islam were first revealed at Creation but since 
then man has continually erred and God’s prophecy has become obscured with false interpretations. 
Prophets are periodically sent to Earth by God to reaffirm his word; they are considered divine and 
include the Hebrew patriarchs Abraham and Moses, as well as Jesus. Muhammad was sent by God 
to restore purity. He was the last prophet; the next will be the Messiah. Muslims call the followers of 
prophets – including Jews and Christians – ahl-e-kitab: “People of the Book”. 
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slam suffered a major split immediately after the death of Muhammad in 632. Since he 
had not clearly named a successor, there were violent power struggles and two main sects 
emerged: the Sunnis, the larger sect – to which the Uygurs belong – who follow elected 

leaders; and the smaller sect, the Shias (or Shiites), led by hereditary leaders called “imams”, direct 
descendants of Muhammad through his daughter Fatima. The Ismailis, the followers of Aga Khan 
(an offshoot of the Shias), include the Tajiks of western Xinjiang. 

The spread of Islam from the Middle East was a critical factor in the disappearance of 
Buddhist civilizations along the Silk Road, and perhaps the most destructive element in the loss of 
Serindian art. To Muslims, the portrayal of “the almighty” in human form was intolerable, and since 
many of the Buddhist cave frescoes, silk paintings and statues exemplified the Gandharan figurative 
style, they were unceremoniously destroyed or defaced. With a few exceptions, only those caves 
and monasteries that had been swallowed by the sands centuries before survived mutilation by the 
followers of Allah.

Of course, the discovery and subsequent removal of much of Xinjiang’s greatest ancient art by 
the likes of Sven Hedin, Aurel Stein, Albert von Le Coq, Paul Pelliot, Pyotr Kozlov and Count Otani 
was labelled destruction, vandalism and theft by the Chinese government once the true wealth of 
treasures hidden within the deserts and barren wilderness became apparent. There is no doubt that 
much damage was done, and the region’s plethora of sites are in a sorry state compared to their 
original glory, but many argue that if the foreign archaeologist-explorers had not spirited away most 
of the greatest remaining pieces, they would not have survived local vandalism or the turbulent 
decades of the 20th century to come.

Food and drink
“Turfan for grapes,

and Hami for melons;

The girls of Kucha are all like flowers.”

                                                    —Ancient Chinese proverb 
For many, an abiding memory of their Xinjiang experience will be the rich, juicy flavour of a slice of 
Hami melon slurped up at a street-side stall, or the explosion of taste from a plump grape popped 
into the mouth under a Turpan trellis. Not for nothing is Xinjiang famous throughout China – and 
beyond – as the producer of the best melons and grapes in Asia. Its plentiful sunshine, low rainfall 
but abundant supply of water, long frost-free growing season and significant variance in daytime 
and night-time temperatures create perfect conditions for growing fruit with a high natural sugar 
content and great taste. 

Clockwise from top left: Plump, juicy grapes hang heavy on the vine in a family’s courtyard in Turpan; a barrow of Ili peaches tempt 
passers-by in a Yining market; pomegranates are particularly popular along the Southern Silk Road; a variety of melons on offer outside the 
Khantengri Mosque in Urumqi (Jeremy Tredinnick x4).
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Although a range of fruits are grown throughout the region’s communities, different areas are 
famous for producing the juiciest and best of a particular type: the sweet, pale-fleshed musk melons 
of Shanshan are considered the “king of melons” (and in fact are commonly known as Hami or 
honeydew melons, though there are many varieties), while Turpan grapes and raisins, Hami dates, 
Korla fragrant pears, Ili Valley apples, Yarkand pomegranates, Kashgar peaches, Artush figs and 
Kucha mulberries all enjoy reputations as the best of their kind. The ubiquitous watermelon, larger 
than musk melons, red-fleshed and refreshing, is eaten throughout the year, with thick-skinned 
winter melons stored underground to keep them juicy. Dried fruit and nuts are also a major part 
of the culinary landscape, always present on the table at meals and filling stalls at markets; dried 
apricots, figs, dates and light-green, red or black raisins (air-dried from the green, red and purple 
grape varieties all grown in Xinjiang) can all be found, while walnuts from Hotan, almonds and 
pistachio nuts are also very popular for their nutritious and medicinal value.

lthough Uygur cuisine is less varied and complex than that of Sichuan, Yunnan and 
other parts of China, it maintains a spicy edge that blends well with the selection of meat 
and vegetables available. Laghman is found everywhere – a mutton stir-fry with fresh 

eggplant, string beans, tomatoes and hot green peppers served over thick noodles. Rice is most often 
eaten on special occasions and on Sundays at the bazaar when small restaurants prepare poluo, a 
tasty fried rice pilaf prepared with pumpkin or mutton, accompanied by manty, a thin-skinned 
dumpling filled with mutton and onion. Despite the intense heat, the most common midday meal is 
chushira, a hearty wonton soup spiced with red peppers and herbs. Night markets and bazaars are 
never without kebab vendors – offering a choice of grilled mutton, fat or liver skewers – and clay 
bread-making ovens that make a wide variety of nan, flatbreads that are patterned and sprinkled 
with delicious herbs and spices. Another product of these ovens, popular with tea in the morning, is 
samsa, a small square packet of dough filled with mutton fat and onions, and baked like bread. Apke 
is hard to miss in the bazaar; roughly translated as goat’s head soup, it consists of a large cauldron 
with the goat’s head prominently displayed atop a coil of intestines that have been cleaned, stuffed 
with meat, flour, eggs and oil, and then reunited in a simmering broth with the remaining entrails. 

For drink, the Uygurs prefer a rough, broken black chai (tea), sold in bricks that are 
indistinguishable from pressed sticks and twigs. A popular summer drink (best in Turpan) is made from 
the juice of rehydrated peaches or apricots, known by its Chinese name bingshui, literally “cold water”. 
Durap – a refreshing mixture of chipped ice, fresh yoghurt and sweet honey – and hand-churned 
vanilla ice cream, maroji, are extremely popular in Kashgar and along the Southern Silk Road. 

Top left: Roadside melon sellers exhort passers-by to buy their juicy wares (Sun Jiabin). Top right: Nan bread of varying size is on sale 
wherever you go in Xinjiang, and makes a tasty snack as well as a useful plate for food (Jeremy Tredinnick). Bottom: Noodle dishes stand 
heaped on large platters in a busy market (Sun Jiabin).
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LanGuaGe
Uygurs speak a Turkic-Altaic language influenced over time by various Central Asian dialects; many 
do not understand Mandarin and they are delighted to hear foreigners make an attempt at their 
language. Kazakhs speak a separate but very similar language, and the two ethnic groups can often 
communicate. The following word list, with no excuses for the transliteration, is only a start:

Es salaam aleikum—Peace be upon you Wa aleikum es salaam—And upon you 

Yakshee musiss?—How are you? Yakshee—Good 

Yakshee emess—No good Harashor—Great 

Haah—Yes Emess—No 

Kanj pul?—How much? Kanj kilomitir?—How many kilometres?

Rakmet—Thank you Kechurung—Excuse me/sorry 

Kosh—Goodbye Posh—Get out of the way

Sen ismim nema?—What is your name? Sen naden kelding?—Where are you from?

Tamaka—Tobacco Mohorka—Xinjiang blend rolled in newspaper

Bazaar—Market Ash—Food

Autobuz—Bus Ashkana—restaurant

Lamaz—Mosque Mazar—Tomb

Bilhet—Ticket Biket—Bus station

bir—one ikki—two yuetch—three tut—four 

bash—five alte—six yete—seven sekiz—eight

tokuz—nine on—ten on bir—eleven on ikki—twelve

yigrime—twenty ellik—fifty yüz—one hundred ikki yüz—two hundred


